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ABSTRACT
The dearth of research on women's female friendships might suggest that a
woman's relationships with her girlfriends are less importantthan her relationships with
her partner, children, or parents. Few researchers have focused on the closeness of female
friendships despite the fact that those studies that have been conducted have found those
friendships to be significant, and over the course of a woman's life, of great importance
to her growth and development.
This study took a phenomenological approach in order to understand the lived
experiences of women regarding their female friendships, focusing on how women make
meaning in their lives through friendships with other women and exploring from a
feminist perspective women's ways of knowing.
Ten women ranging from 25 to 75 years old, who met the criterion of having
experienced close female friendships, participated. The central research question was
how women's friendship experiences contribute to their lives and the meanings they
construct for themselves. I used the long, in-depth interview, audiotaped and transcribed
verbatim, to facilitate understanding of the beliefs and experiences of the women.
Themes that emerged suggest the need for balance in a female friendship. On one
hand, female friendships importance was expressed by·sharing experiences; "being
there;" displaying loyalty, trust, and honesty, and being an encourager, a supporter, and
an advisor of the other. The women talked of understanding and accepting each other that
resulted in each being known "inside and out," and participants referred to their friends as
being "like family." Resonating throughout is reference to that bond--a connection that
Vll

meant "we just get each other." On the other hand, there were spoken and unspoken
boundaries and things that friends ought not do. This talk centered on betrayal of some
kind. Sometimes it involved the betrayal of confidences, sometimes incidents within
friendships that had caused hurt or dis;ippointment. On some occasions, it resulted in the
end of a friendship, and telling that story never failed to bring tears to the teller's eyes.
The women's friendships reflected in this study formed a complex fabric woven with
many threads of their unique and life-enhancing relationships.
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CHAPTERl
INTRODUCTION

The shared memories brought smiles,laughter,
a few tears,and,at last,a sense ofcontentment.
For slowly,from our treasured memories,
a ldndred bond began to emerge.
That's how it is with people sometimes.
When you least expect it,a common thread-
golden,at that--begins to weave together
the fabric of friendship.
Mary Kay Shanley (1993)

Two women enjoy coffee over a fence that separates their backyards. They share
jokes, talk about what they are planting in their urns for spring, and vent their frustrations
over having gained too much weight during the long winter months. Across the
neighborhood, two other women are providing support t9 each other as they try to figure
out the source of the rash on a baby. Next door, two women share their tears as they listen
to each other talk about a crisis that has just occurred in one's life. All these women, who
have become friends and companions, are providing each other with a sanctuary, a haven
of comfort that only women who have shared experiences can. As they affirm each
other's experiences and empathize with each other's feelings, they also are participating
actively in each other's growth and development as a woman.
Rationale for the Study

In the past, the meager quantity of research on women's female friendships might
"lead one to the mistaken conclusion that women's best friends are far less tightly woven
into the fabric of their lives than are their lovers, children, and parents" (Rind, 2002,
p. 1). O'Conner (1992) argued that the social sciences have either idealized or trivialized
1

women's friendships and that, for the �ost part, the study of female friendships has been
ignored. Block and Greenberg (1985) suggested that "interest in female-female
relationships has been scant" (p. 19) and that female friendship is one of the best-kept
secrets in the social science. These authors suggested that, although much of social
science research has focused on man-woman relationships and mother-daughter
relationships, female friendship is a vast, fertile area of a woman's development that is
uncharted and unexplored. "It is rare ... to read of the 'electricity that suffuses female
friendship, of the feelings women develop for one another that intensify their existence"
(Block & Greenberg, 1985, p. 1). However, the studies that have been conducted have
shown the significance and value of these friendships. Existing studies on female
friendship reported by a growing number of social science researchers contend that
female friendship is indeed a primary bond in human relationships. These findings reveal
that, over the course of a woman's life, �er ability to form and maintain rewarding
friendships with other women is of great importance to her ·personal growth and
fulfillment and to the health of her sexual and family relationships (Sheehy, 2000).
Throughout history and across cultures, women have depended on other women for
emotional support. The key seems to be connection--a relational bond between women.
As an important thread in the tapestry of relational connectedness, female friendships are
a mix of sharing, trust, respect, humor, loyalty, love, and talk, with perhaps the single
most important ingredient being talk (Sheehy, 2000).
Grostein called friendship "the experience governing all intimate relationships"
(cited in Sheehy, 2000, p. 29) and declared it more powerfuhhan sex or love. Female
friendships are varied and form a complex fabric woven with many threads of unique and
life-enhancing relationships, yet all female friendships seem to have the same important
threads of relational connectedness. Female friendships, or girlfriends, as Berry and
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Traeder (J 995) have called them and as will I often times throughout this dissertation, are
person&,! and social relationships with the purpose of human connection at their very
heart.
Tannen (1990) claimed women look for· an expression of understanding from
other women. B�rry and.Trader (1995) suggested �hat �omen discover themselves
through _their girlfriends and that their discovery is a mutual process.: -not just of
dis<;�vering the other person, but of discovering oneself as well. They suggested that, by
telling their stories to other women, women create an experience and an understanding of
femiqine journeys that talking with men cannot achieve. Berry and Trader maintained
that "women listen and support each other emotionally and spiritually" (p. 15), enabling
connection to the unique challenges of womanhood.
The IO women who took part in the present study are from different walks of life,
and their ages spa� generations. Some are middle-aged, in the prime of their personal. and
professional lives. Some are in their golden years, seasoned with experiences of
friendships that have lasted a lifetime. Some are young and vibrant .and just learning
· en, the
about life; Some know each other; others have never met. Yet all of these wom
circle of women invited into this exploration with me, are priceless extensions of.other
women who have experiences with female friendships that they and I wish to share.
Purpose of the Study
This was a phenomenological study of how women make meaning in their lives
through friendships with other women. I chose to take a phenomenological approach to
this study because it promised to capture and describe the lived experiences of
individuals (Creswell, 1998). I examined the meaning of female friendship from the
perspective of each woman who participated in this study. I began this exploration by
·taking a feminist perspective as a lens to explore women's ways of knowing. The type of
3

knowing explored is what is called connected knowing as described by Belenky, Clinchy,
Goldberger1 and Taurle (1986). Connected knowing builds on the conviction that the
most trustworthy knowledge comes from personal experiences (Belenky et al., 1986).
Connected knowing is possible through the relations women experience within the
contexts of human relationships and, in this study, specifically within the context of
female friendships. Female friendships are the arena of exploration because connections
with other women within friendships are a primary bond for women's development
(Sheehy, 2000). Gilligan (1982), in her book In a Different Voice, suggested women
speak in a different voice, a "relational voice: a voice. tpat insists on staying in connection
and most centrally staying in connection with women" {p. xiii).
In feminist research, "the goals are to establish collaborative and nonexploitative
relationships, to place the researcher within the study so as to avoid objectification, and to
conduct research that is transformative" (Creswell, 1998). Stewart (1994) suggested that
social science researchers need to look for what has been left out in scholarly writing and
to study issues that explore how a woman understands her gender. An important point in
Stewart's writing on feminist research is the recognition that each·woman is different
and, thus, experiences life differently from any other. Stewart called for _scholars to
"avoid the search for a unified or coherent self or voice" (Creswell, 1998, p. 84).
Creswell ( 1998) suggested that feminist researchers engage in specific procedures in
order to reach the goals of collaboration and transformation. I engaged in a number of
these recommended procedures. First, Creswell suggested that interviews should be
conducted in an "interactive, dialogic manner" that engages both the researcher and the
participant in an attempt to foster "a sense of collaboration" {p. 83). Inherent in each of
the interviews in this study was the presence of interaction and dialogue, which
contributed significantly to the collaborative nature of the study. Secondly, Creswell
4

suggested that feminist researchers should "negotiate meanings of results with
participants in the study" (p. 84), which further underscores the importance of dialogue
between the researcher and the participants in a study. I took care to ensure that I
understood the voices of the participants by clarifying with each participant the meaning
she intended to express as we explored her experiences with female friendships. In
addition to following Creswell's recommendations for feminist research, I adhered to an
important procedure for feminist research defined by Stewart (1994) as a procedural
guide for feminist methodology. Stewart (1994) suggested that feminist researchers need
to. become consciously aware of how their own roles or positions have impacted their
understandings of a woman's life. I bracketed and reflected on my own experiences with
female friendship in an attempt to better understand how my experiences had impacted
my understanding of a woman's life and a woman's experiences with female friendships:.
. Belenky et al. (1986) asserted that it is within the process of sorting out the
pieces of the self and of searching for a unique and authentic voice that women come to
the basic insight that "all knowledge is constructed, and the knower is an intimate part of
the known" (p. 137). I relied on the framework of social constructionism for sorting out
the pieces. One of the basic premises of social constructionism is that how one knows is
developed in relationships. In other words, meaning making is not a solo pursuit, ·but
rather it is an interactional process of co-construction between oneself and others. I
explored with each woman who participated in this study the importance of female
friendships and how their relational connectedness with other women helps them make
sense of life and find meaning. in their lives.

5

Research Questions and Probing Questions for the Study
Using a phenomenological method of inquiry, I sought to understand the essence
of each woman's experiences with female friendships. I chose to use a qualitative inquiry
approach in my research because "qualitative inquiry deals with human lives experience.
It is the life-world as it is lived, felt, undergone, made sense of, and accomplished by
human beings that is the object of study" (Schwandt, 200 l , p. 84). The central research
question for this study was "How do women's experiences of friendship contribute to
their lives and the meanings they construct for themselves?" The overarching
phenomenological research question was "What �tands out for you in your experiences
with women in your friendships?" Because this study was devoted .to understanding the
lived experiences of women and their female friendships, an interview protocol, as
suggested by Polkinghome (2005), was developed so as to engage in the "give-and-take
dialectic in which the interviewer follows the conversational threads opened up by the
interviewee" (p. 142). Probing questions were used to develop focus points to guide the
conversation in an attempt to engage each woman interviewed in dialogue and ''towards
producing a full account of the experience under investigation" (Polkinghome, 2005,
p. 142). Open-ended questions assisted the participants in "transferring recalled
experiences into language discourse" (p. 142), commonly called narrative accounts in
qualitative research.
The interview began with the following question: "What stands out for you in
your experience with women in your female friendships?" Open-ended, semi-structured
questions included in the interview protocol allowed for the examination of issues that
might be important in order to fully understand each participant's experiences of female

friendship. I assisted the interviewee to explore their experiences with open-ended
questions as suggested by Polkinghome (2005). In an attempt to explore the beginnings
of female friendship, participants were asked to think back and describe how and when
they first formed close friendships with another female. Participants also were asked to
closely ex�mine their adult female friendships iri an attempt to explore the qualities that
are important in forming and maintaining female friendships in adulthood. Much of the
literature on female friendships has suggested that women's friendships are defined
differently from men's in terms of categories such as close friends, best friends, and
acquaintances. So, participants were asked semi-structured questions in order to illicit
responses that might address the categories of female friendship. Participants were asked
to focus on a particular female friend to share information with me as they described
experiences of their friendship with her. I used probing questions as necessary to further
examine the qualities of that friend, the activities they engage in as female friends, and
the experiences they share as female friends. Additionally, participants were asked to
share their experiences with other women with whom they have, or have had, a close
relationship. Specific issues such as . having a friend help out in a crisis, having a friend
who is a truth teller, and having a friend who is available to share in life and in life's
experiences also were explored. The literature on female friendship also suggested that
there is a kind of magic that exists between girlfriends, and I asked participants probing
questions to further explore whether their experiences with female friendships might bear
that out as well. Finally, probing questions were used to develop dialogue regarding
challenges of female friendship such a·s boundary issues and betrayal issues between
female friends.
7

Significance of the Study
I came to this study out of my experiences as a woman whose development has
been significantly influenced by friendships with other women. I have been both inspired
by my female friendships and greatly disappointed and adversely affected by them. As a
student of feminist perspectives, I have come to believe that this worldview provides a
variety of ways of looking at women's development and an important lens for viewing
women's ways of knowing. I also believe it has a lot to say about women's own unique
developmental paths as human beings. My interest in social constructionism has come
about through explorations of reflective practice, collaborative learning, and dialogue.
I expected that this study would prove to be both academically and personally
significant. It was my intent to add to the existing body of knowledge about how women
define themselves and construct meaning in their lives, as well as the ways in which they
interact in relationships with female friends. I also believe that the women who took part
in this study and I came to a new sense of ourselves as women as we identified value and
importance in ourselves and each other.
Importance of the Topic
Block and Greenberg (1985) suggested that "any woman who has ever been a
friend, wanted a friend, or lost or loved a friend recognizes the friendship experience as a
recurring and significant theme in her life" (p. 44). Other researchers have suggested that
a woman's development takes place within the contexts of her relationships with others;
that is, a woman's development is essentially an expression of one person within the
context of others. Female friendships can provide experiences of crucial connections with
others that foster women's identity and growth. Miller (1986) called for a new
psychology of women suggesting that women develop in a context of attachment and
affiliation with others and a woman's sense of self may be determined by her ability to
make and maintain affiliation and relationships.

8

Yager (1999) proposed seven societal trends that point to the significance and
importance of friendships, and five of these trends apply to why female friendships are
vitally important to a woman's development and psychological well-being:
1. Female friendships offer women opportunities for intimate interpersonal
contacts that are sometimes unavailable within a family due to societal trends
towards smaller, nuclear families.
2. Friendships often develop into relationships that are much . like family, and
these friendships can be crucial to women who are relocating to pursue work,
educational goals, or romantic involvements.
3. Societal trends of increased life spans mean that female friendships offer the
increa'sing population of aging women opportunities for close, intimate
relationships.
4. Rising numbers of single persons are consciously making the choice of not
partnering with or marrying members of the opposite sex, and female friendships
offer opportunities to feel connected and fulfilled for this segment of today;s
society.
5. Research on female friendship suggests that "even the best marriages may
benefit from the emotional and intellectual stimulation of friendship" (Yager,
1999, pp. 7-8), as female friends may offer 'another self to one another.
I agree with scholars who believe that (a) women redefine their womanhood
within the context of their relationships with other women and (b) there is much to gain
by telling our stories as women--from the perspective of women (Berry & Traeder,
1995).

9

Sheehy (2000) .proposed that one of the most important contributions of the feminist
.
movement was getting women to talk to one another, hear each other's stories, and see
themselves reflected in them. Berry and Traeder (1995) agreed:
As �e stumble, bumble, and define ourselves into the next century, we women
. �eed e�ch od:ier more than ever before--to share our experiences, to struggle for
understanding, to create new �eaning, to enjoy each other, and to figure out what
i� �he world we are doing wtth ourselves (p. 8 ).

It is also important to examine how meanings are created and constructed. It is
through dialogue with one another that human beings can bring meaning to shared
experiences. "Dialogue is making knowledge in conversation" (Tarule, 1996, p. 279).
Dialogue is an important tool in social constructionism because it facilitates the co
construction of knowledge. It is my hope that I facilitated dialogue with each woman I
1nterviewed as I attempted to understand how women make meaning of their lives
through _female friendships.

10

· cHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

So I am searchingfor the threads-Like the many textures and colors ofa vast Persian rug.
Similarities of wonder and goodness and love,
Commonalties of wishes and hopes and dreams-Lines of light that weave us together
Lines oflove that whisper of oneness.

Patricia L. Jobling (Source Unknown)
How does a person find all the threads that are so delicately woven together to
make meaning in this rich tapestry called life? This review of literature begins by
situating the study in the literature of women's development, specifically as it relates to
female friendships. Then, I look to feminist perspectives to find a lens to explore
women's ways of knowing. I also explore some of the recent thinking in the field of
social constructionism as it relates to ways people make meaning in their lives. Each of
these perspectives has contributed significantly to understanding how one makes meaning
of life. Each has given me many threads with which to weave an understanding of how
women experience the complex and multicolored threads of relational connectedness.
The Bond ofFemale Friendships

An increasing number of psychologists and sociologists on the cutting edge of
studying women's development have proposed that female friendship is a primary bond
in human interaction. This strand of research reveals that, over the course of a woman' s
life, the ability to form and maintain solid, rewarding friendships with other women is
essential to her personal growth and fulfillment. It is even argued that female friendships
may be fundamental to the health of women's sexual and family relationships (Sheehy,
2000). Goodman andO'Brien (2000) have suggested that today, with lives being in
11

transition more than ever before, friendship matt�rs to women--and it matters a lot.
They contended that women often come to the realization that their female friendships, in
fact, may be the most sustaining relationships of all because it is their female friends who
4ave become fellow travelers in life. The cord binding female friendships is both fragile
and strong, "not assigned at birth, not officially blessed at ceremonies, not granted any
legal status, nor invested with social demand for permanence," but carrying women
through life (Goodman & O'Brien, 2000, p. 13). It is within our female friendships the
'�we satisfy our psychological hunger to explore different thoughts and feelings, to
· expand our understanding of our social and emotional worlds, and to exchange insights
born out of that understanding" (Apter & Josselson, 1998, p. 1).
Berry and Traeder (1995) stated that researchers in recent years have begun to
develop support for the notion that women develop as persons by their connections with
others. Goodman and O'Brien (2000) suggested that "women develop in relationship
through connection" (p. 23). "Women don't 'find' themselves or 'understand'
themselves all alone but by interacting with others. They forge and reforge their own
identity in concert with others, engaged in a long dance of mutuality" (Goodman &
O'Brien, 2000, p. 23). Miller suggested that a woman's sense of herself is very much
tied to her ability to make and maintain connection and relationships with others. Rubin
( 1985) contended that female friends are "central actors in the continuing developmental
drama of our adulthood" (p. 11). Even scholars of I 8th and 19th century literature
addressed the role of female friendship in women's development (Sheehy, 2000). Smith
Rosenberg (1975) suggested that female friendship in that era fulfilled an important role ·
of emotional centrality in each other lives and the "female world of love and ritual
included a tradition of passionate friendship between women" that was considered both
socially acceptable and compatible with family and marriage. The intimacy of loving
12

friendships between women of the 1 9th century is an historical example of the
pheno]Jlenon of female friendship that most "historians are familiar with, that few have
thought much about, and that virtually no one has written about" (Block & Greenberg,
1 985, p. 23). Goodman andO'Brien, best friends and co-authors, suggested that "the wire
that ran back and forth between our brains" is that which is at the center of all femal�
friendships, the place "where women do the work of their lives, the growing; the
understanding, the reflection" (2000, p. 1 3). So, the journey of friendship that females
take together -is-how they come to know each other and themselves. Since friendship is
not a biological relationship, does not determine our economic status, and has no
evolutionary meanings to examine or explore, the very bond between girlfriends may
seem inexplicable,. as mysterious as "a curious vanishing act" (Goodman &O'Brien,
2000, p. 1 9). Block and Greenberg ( 1 985) similarly described the choosing of a female
friend as a leap of faith and maintained that, beyond social class and age factors, "the
reasons why two women join in friendship cannot be fully accounted for. The basis for
friendship choices remains a mystery" {p. 67). They also referred to female friendship as
involving an interplay of values and interests as well as "a nonanalyzable bond between
people--a chemistry" (p. 261 ) of compatibility and personality.
Women define womanhood within the context of their relationships with other
women. It is within relationships with girlfriends that women tell their stories from the
perspective of being women. Apter and Josselson ( 1 998) contended that "talk is the
currency of friendship'.' and that it is through talking with girlfriends that women find
their way to sympathy, understanding, and connection (p. 1 98). "This act of putting our
experiences intp words and presenting full descriptions of our worlds helps to make us
three-dimensional beings" (Berry & Traeder, 1 995, p. 8). The discovery process of who
women are as-human being� then is transformed within friendships with other women.
13

It is within the emotional journey of female friendship that a woman comes to an
understanding of herself (Apter & Jpsselson, 1998). It is a mutual process of self
discovery that takes place when women enter into this special kind of relational
connectedness. Thus, it becomes a process of not just discovering oneself, but also of
discovering oneself within the other; Berry and Traeder ( 1995) suggested that one of the
most powerful ways women help define each other aµd their experiences as women is
through the simple joy of sharing their stories, one to another. It is within this
storytelling that women learn about relationships and bring meaning to their lives. Berry
and Traeder further proposed that it is within the telling of stories to female friends that
women create an experience and an understanding of feminine journeys that no other
relationship can offer them. "Women are born daughters, they recite vows that make
them wives, become mothers through giving birth--but they choose friends . . . . Women
become friends" (Goodman & O'Brien, 2000, p. 23).
Block and Greenberg (1985) proposed that friendships between females are
unique and that "each reaches its own level of intimacy, depending on the needs of the
two friends and the indefinable chemistry between them" {p. 38). "Clearly, what women
search for in their friendships varies as their lives evolve. As each life stage is
approached, friendship is interwoven into the new challenge, changing and ripening in
the process" (p. 45). Sheehy (2000) argued that there are various patterns in women' s
friendships that reflect female friendships serving different purposes or roles at different
ages and stages of a woman's life. Sheehy found what appeared to be a generational split
in friendship patterns. This shift could be attributed to changes in the social milieux
women experience at different ages of the lifespan. Sheehy noted that certain standards of
conduct within friendships also seemed to vary with the ages of the women she
interviewed, as well as with the stages of life of the women. For example, women born
14

prior to 1940 who had entered their 20s before the 1960s, played by one set of rules;
women born after 1950, who had come of age during the first wave of contemporary
feminism, played by another set of rules; and women born in the decade between them
were sorting out the rules and creating new ones for themselves.
Sheehy (2000) said that, when she began her journey into researching female
friendships, sociologists warned that she would likely find class differences in the
number of female friendships women claimed. Her own interviews with women did not
support that prediction. However, she found that the function of the friendships within
.

different social classes did differ somewhat. The women she interviewed who were living
at or· slightly above the poverty level stated that their strong network of female friends
provided them with a personal safety net that made a crucial difference in their ability to
_ rise occupationally. For the women she interviewed who belonged to middle-class
groups, the key ingredients seemed to be leisure and emotional support. The women
Sheehy interviewed who were of upper socioeconomic status suggested that their female
friendships provided them with a sanctuary and a haven of comfort "in which they can
slip out of their personas as if these were a pair of stylish but confining shoes. (Sheehy,
2000, p. 21).
Sheehy's (2000) sample also included members of several ethnic groups. She
found that minority women often had friends from other races or ethnic groups but that
they tended to stress the importance of female friendships within their own race or ethnic
groups as being essential to affirm their experiences and empathize with their feelings.
Among- African American women, the subject of race was listed as Qff-limits in
cQnversations with their friends who were White. Sheehy found that, for Asian
Americans, many of the women who were middle-aged during their interviews had
formed most of their female .friendships with women outside their own ethnic group.
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Quite the opposite was found when looking at their own daughters' friendship patterns:
Their daughters actively sought close female friendships with persons from similar
backgrounds. Sheehy found that Mexican�Amepcan women seemed to adopt their
female friends into their own families; with all the benefits and obligations that familial
relationships· entail. African American, Asian American, Native American, and Hispanic
women all indicated that they .value close friendships with women in order to preserve the
legacy of female customs, to discuss culture-specific issues, and, most importantly, for .
the validation and empathy that enabled them to cope with belonging to an ethnic
minority. Across race, ethnicity, and culture, all the women Sheehy interviewed reported
that they really depended on their female friendships for emotional support more than any
other relationship in their lives. The key word mentioned by most of these women was
connection. Across cultures, emotional connection mixed with sharing, trust, respect,
humor, loyalty, love, and talk form the ties that bind female friendships. The give-and
take of these emotional connections between women is a vitally important aspect of their
friendships.
Women who enter friendships expect to get something out of them, including .
what they get by giving something of themselves. The first and most essential element,
according to Sheehy (2000), is that all true friends value each other as unique individuals.
Block and Greenberg (1985) described an atmosphere of "discovery and delight" (p. 4)
that forms the foundation of female friendship as girlfriends discover the uniqueness in
each other through talk. Talk between female friends is noted by Sheehy (2000) as being
a key ingredient in female friendships. Qoodman and O'Brien (2000) likened the talk that
goes on between girlfriends to a "living current" (p. 35 ). They said, "In the flow of
conversation, back and forth, women hear each other out, take each other seriously, care
and feel cared for" (p. 35 ). Talk, then, seems to be an essential, absolute assumption of
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friendship at the very heart of connection--what women value and what makes them feel
valued in friendships. It is within this self-disclosure and the dialogues of their separate
lives and shared experiences with girlfriends that women reveal themselves and begin to
form a comfort zone. Apter and Josselson (1998) proposed that women learn how to
listen to themselves when speaking to a woman friend: "Again and again we discover that
we may not really know what we think about something until a friend makes a space for
us to try to express ourselves in language" (p. 80). The authors contend that the capacity
to listen and to shape ideas together is a talent that is perfected in the world of female
friendships. Berry and Traeder (1995) said that listening to and supporting each other also
is essential for women to keep their bearings and connection to the unique challenges of
womanhood. Block and Greenberg (1985) proposed that having the ability to listen is
one of the most important aspects of a female friendship. They also suggested that the
skill of listening does not always involving giving advice or attempts to "fix a problem;"
in fact, female friends have an implicit obligation to listen, understand, and be there for
each other (p. 252). This mix of give-and-take, talking and listening, allows friends to
reflect one another endlessly--back and forth, layer upon layer, with each iteration
weaving the threads that make up the rich tapestry of relational connectedness.
A female friendship is both a personal and a social relationship (Sheehy, 2000). It
represents two or more women's appreciation and valuation of each other as unique
women. It also involves an intense level of intimacy that Berry and Trader (1995) found
women describing as an emotional connection. "Perhaps we call out to one another from
the deepest parts of ourselves for an intimacy that is possible only between women of like
souls and minds" (p. 25). 'Die women Sheehy (2000) interviewed spoke of this kind of
intimacy reflected in their female friendships as a mutual willingness to let the other
person into their most vulnerable psychological space. But they indicated that, just as
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importantly, this type of intimacy also involves a genuine interest in meeting the other at
that same level. Block and Greenberg (1985) suggested from their research on female
friendship that this emotional connection was defined by a woman in this way: "Men fix
things, but women fix each other" (p. 4).
What is the significance and importance that comes out of female friendships?
Goodman and O'Brien (2000) stated that a group of researchers at Wellesley College's
Stone Center have been searching for the words to describe what comes out of the
connection between female friends. "A sense of mQtual empowerment, movement,
change, clarity, and zest" (p. 28) all seem to apply, with zest being the most applicable
term to describe the energy and excitement that occurs in connection among female
friends who take great pleasure in each other's company. "It [zest] touches on the very
best of what friendship is all about: the heightened joy, the lighthearted laughter that
comes with a friend who shares the same goofy moment, the same sense of irony, the
same humor and perspective (p. 96). Block and Greenberg ( 1985) found that, . for the
women in their study on female friendship, "friendship added another layer to the fabric
of their lives" (p. 12) enriching their life experiences because there were girlfriends to
share them with.
Most researchers who have explored female friendships seem to suggest that there
are specific qualities that are strongly embedded within these relationships and that each
of these must be grounded in a reciprocity, or exchange, one girlfriend to another. And
yet, "reciprocity - the give-and-take that friends count on--is unstable," Apter and
Josselson (1998, p. 27) pointed out. In part because there are no clear norms for female
friendship, a woman has the "opportunity to be creative in sculpting the purpose and
quality of her own friendships" (p. 14). The intimacy bond that seems . to be the glue that
holds · female friendships intact is cemented in each other's willingness and ability to open
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up to each other in a sharing of one's innermost feelings as an act of courage and love
(Block & Greenberg, 1985). "In order to have friendship, most agree that there has to be
· trust. But being open to sharing with a friend and entrusting her with your thoughts or
privileged information needs to be a two-way exchange" (Yager, 2002, p. 14), resulting
in a mutual closeness based on similar interests, commonalities, respect, trust,_and self
. disclosure (Block & Greenberg, 1985).
The intimacy of women's friendships is like a dance. If one partner becomes
indifferent to the music or totally dependent on the other to lead the way for a
substantial period, the equilibrium is damaged. Each dancer must be responsible
for herself while interacting with the other. Sustained periods of heavy
. dependence and fierce independence threaten the partnership. Interdependence, on
the other hand, fosters grace and balance. (Block and Greenberg, 1985, p. 77)

Other qualities sought in female friendship are trust, loyalty, and honesty. Trust is
built on confidence, and that confidence .is developed over time in female friendships.
Block and Greenberg (1985) proposed that ''trust doesn't reside within a person ( as a trait
does); it is developed between people as a result of their experiences together" (p. 73).
Trust and loyalty seem to evolve as themes over and over again within the literature.
Within ongoing dialogues, woman to woman, women reveal themselves, and "gradually
trust is tested and won; an intimate comfort zone is created" (Goodman & O'Brien, 2000,
p. 35). Block and Greenberg (1985) claimed, "If trust is to be maintained, it must be
based on both friends' willingness to be open, so that each knows where she stands with
the other and can depend on what the other says, even in changing circumstances" (1985,
p. 7 1).
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Telling the truth is an important part of female friendship, and along with telling
the truth comes honesty. "If trust and honesty are the two most important factors in a
close friendship, being able to keep sycrets is next" (Yager, 2002, p. 16). According to
the research on female friendships, the act of disclosing secrets shared among girlfriends
was found to be a violation of friendship that has shaken even the firmest foundation
between female friends. "Sharing a' secret, and having a friend accept the information
.

· without belittling, judging, or critizing, can be one of the most enriching and cementing
aspects of a l01ig-lasting friendship" (Yager, 2_0 02, p. 17). Yet, Yager went on to warn,
"if the self that is revealed is mocked or indiscriminately shared with others, the trust that
binds those friends may be shattered" (1999, p. 108).
With the forming of female friendships, there are areas of vulnerability that
surface. To know each other means to expose parts of oneself that perhaps have been
hidden or kept locked away. To dust off those pieces of oneself and to let them out of the
darkest comers means to . expose those things about oneself that allows vulnerability and
the risk of further exposure. "Friends are granted private access to the center of women's·
hearts; they see the pieces that don't quite fit or are hidden from view" (Goodman &
O'Brien, 2000, p. 72). Female friends offer support to each other in good times and bad.
"They will admit weaknesses and faults to each other and will share defeats as well as
victories. In short, women dare to be vulnerable with each other. And this vulnerability
brings with it the joy and pain of intimacy" (Block & Greenberg� 1985, p. 3).
Female friends need to have the ability to get into each other's emotional state and
walk a mile in those feelings. "Girl talk is a beautiful example of emotional coaching--a
process in which we learn to identify emotions and understand how emotions arise"
(Apter & Josselson, 1998, p. 91). However, listening is an equally important aspect of
female friendship. Both talking and listening to girlfriends conveys emotions that reflect
20

.
. _a.deeply entrusted caring and concern for one another. By listening and empathizing, one
to another, girlfriends are able to· '�solidify our sense of self by knowing us" (p. 80).
. . W�men thus learn what about themselves can be understood by another, and when there
i� empathy and understanding expressed, women know the joy of feeling understood.
Yager (2002) defined empathy from a female friend in this way: "Empathy i� the ability
to understan� ,anot�er's point of view, to have feelings, to. care, and to show sympathy for
someone" (p. � 5). Apter and Josselson (1998) contended that a woman's sense of herself
C<?�es .�Y learning how her thoughts and feelings are the same, or different, from other
women. "We want someone to know what matters to us deeply, to hold sacred our
dreams, to sympathize with our pain and disappointments, to laugh at what delights us,
and to share our sense of the ridiculous. From the trivial to the intensely serious, we want
a friend to understand" (p. 82). Girlfriends also seek out each other for help in
understanding the world, and ''they work together, carefully assembling the pieces of a
�tory, in an attempt to un(jerstand their world and how they might handle it" (p. 89).
Talk.among girlfriends helps women make se1_1se of the experiences they encounter and
the re_alities of life. Just as women build a sense of who they are through talking with
t�eir girlfriends, they also experience their girlfriends' understanding of who they are.

"Vfe find our authentic self by trying to speak it, giving it shape, tentatively, with words"
exchanged back and forth, girlfriend to girlfriend as a portrait of ourselves is becoming a
reality (p. 114).
As. a woman searches for her authenticity, "she looks · in the mirror of her .
girlfriend's gaze" (Apter &. Josselson, 1998, p. 4). Women see themselves reflected
through the eyes of their girlfriends, and they experience a new level of self
consciousness when they see a confirming and comforting reflection looking back.
"Flaws can b� recast as strengths, self-d�ubts lifted by acceptance. Friends help define
21

and motivate each other'' (Goodman & O'Brien, 2000, p. 28). Girlfriends reflect who we
are and often become mirrors of our soul. They often can "see · the whole of us when we
feel lost among the parts" (Apter & Josselson, 1998, p. 94). Thus, our choice of
girlfriends and their choice of us are vitally im�ortant and significantly impact our
identity as a woman. "Our choice of friends--and who chooses us--helps us to mark out
our place in the social world and give us a reading on who we ourselves are" (p. 27).
Female friends encourage and support each other. Sometimes they are change
agents or become catalysts for change. In fact,.girlfriends can be more supportive and
encouraging of change than family members, who "have an investment in stability and
continuity" (Goodman & O'Brien, 2000, p. 72).
Since friendships are chosen relationships, they are in many ways more fragile
than familial relationships. Block and Greenberg (1985) proposed, "According to
popular myth, female friendships are supposed to be forever, but in real life, friendships
fade, or end abruptly, probably as often as they are formed" (p. 267). "They are a
complex arrangement that often involves disappointment, jealousy, anger,
competitiveness, and betrayal" (p. 267). Violations of boundaries and betrayal issues are
often the cause the loss and termination of friendships. Block and Greenberg cited a
survey reported in Psychology Today that revealed that the most important psychological
reasons for friends' parting were feelings of betrayal and differing views on important
issues. Researchers Apter and Josselson (1998) reported that many of the women they
interviewed in their study of the pleasures and perils of women's friendships stressed
moments of understanding or the failure of a friend to understand as being a critical
juncture in their own development. Rubin (1985) described the fragility of friendship by
suggesting that family is sacred and friendship is secular. · Female friendships are
"complex relationships that involve both good and bad elements, moments of joy and
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�loseness altemating with times of misunderstanding and disappointment" (Apter &
.Jpsselson, 1998, p. 14). Block and Greenberg (1985) agreed that, when "close,
emotionally entangled friendships end; they die hard') (p. 271).
Block and Greenberg (1985) explained the ending of friendship in this way:
We think of the ending of love affairs as evoking a period of mourning,
but we hardly ever think of friendship difficulties as causing serious
disruptions in our lives. The ending of a friendship that was once
sustaining mfght result in a period of mourning similar to the grief one
encounters after a divorce or the death of a close family member. (p. 225)
Yager (1999) reported that almost everyone she interviewed in her study of
friendships was unable to recollect the exact moment when an acquaintance became a
close friend, yet almost everyone she interviewed could pinpoint a specific incident or
reason that triggered the dissolution of a close friendship. However,. in spite of
disappointments, hurts, and betrayals,. women seem to go to great lengths to keep old
friendships and establish new ones. "The need for connection with other women, to li:ve
. iives in relationships, is so great and the pleasure of these connections is so real, that
women make remarkable efforts to counter the centrifugal forces of . our society"
(Goodman & O'Brien, 2000, p. 37).
Block and Greenberg (1985) suggested that, within feminism, the "power and
promi&e of women's friendships is only starting to be recognized" (p. 228) and women
must acknowledge that, just like in any other emotional charged relationship, female
friendships have a dark side.
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Many of the researchers who �ave studied and written about women and their
friendships have contended that there is often a distorted perception of friendship within
women (Apter & Josselson, 1998; Rubin, 1985). Rubin found in her research that the
women she interviewed expressed·what she called an idealized imagery of friendship, but
her interviews with these women actually pointed out disparities between the "idealized
version of friendship and the reality·of relations with friends" (pp. 7-8). Apter and
Josselson (1998) also proposed that "at all ages womens' and girls' main longing in
friendship harkens back to an idealized bond" (p. 35). They contended that women keep
this idealization of female friendships even as they experience the reality of friendships
and discover "the changeability of human nature" (p. 43). Apter and Josselson issued the
warning that "we need to learn, as women, to stop idealizing friendship, expecting it to be
without its bumps and disappointments" (p. 290). They also suggested that friendships
among women have been portrayed only in idealized terms and that, doing so, women
can "lose sight of the rough learning process within them" (p. 4).
O'Conner (1992) maintained that very little attention has been given to the costs
of maintaining friendships. "The failure to recognize such costs before partly reflected a
lack of interest in the processes operating in relationships, and a tendency to refuse to see
intimate relationships as what Duck and Sants (1983) called the crock of gold at the end
of the rainbow" (cited in O'Conner, 1992, p. 18).
Feminist Perspectives

To fully understand the phenomenon of female friendship, it is imperative to
explore the topic from a feminist perspective. Writers have addressed gender issues at
length in the feminist literature in the last decade. A feminist lens enables researchers to
"create a more inclusive, more fully human conception of social reality" (Personal
Narratives Group, 1989, p. 3). Biever, de las Fuentes, Cashion, and Franklin (1998)
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pointed out that "gender is both a concept and a set of socially · constructed relationships
which are produced· and reproduced through people's actions" (p. 1 63). While gender is
not the only · concept within which people make meaning of life in general and in their
lives specifically, clearly concepts such as culture, race, class, religion, and other social
categories shape ways of knowing. It is from within feminist perspectives and the issue of
gender that my exploration of how women make meaning in their lives and women's
ways of knowing continues.
Feminist concepts represent a postmodern worldview. Beiver et al. (1 998)
suggested that postmodemists believe that knowledge is socially constructed within and
for an elitist class of people who ignore or oppress all other people. The authors used the
term subjugated knowledge to convey the idea that minorities often are not involved in
�ither constructing knowledge in the world or setting up schemes for how to understand
the world. Fe�inist scholarship often refers to women as having no voices, lost voices, or ·
unheard ·voices (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberg, & Tarule, 1 986). Consequently, feminists
often embrace social constructionism and postmodern views in their attempts to
understand women's ways of knowing.
Both feminist and social constructionist scholars recognize the importance of
social context in understanding behavior, interactions, and relationships. Feminists and
postmodemists alikt? share similar concepts and respect for diversity in background,
development, traditions, and behaviors. However, while social constructionists and many
other postmodemists look through many lenses in their search for the threads of ways
people make meaning, for feminists, gender is the lens used in exploring how women
make meaning.
Feminism is defined in various ways, but social scientists generally agree it
encompasses a set of beliefs, values, and attitudes centered on the high valuation of
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women as human beings. "Recognition of the impact of gender and an insistence on the
importance of the female experience have provided the vital common ground for feminist
research and thought" (Personal Narratives Group, 1989, p. 4). In the past, even female
social scientists have tended to look at women from a male perspective. That is, until
recently, most theories about human beings, our nature, and our behavior have been
literally man-made. It is only withiJl the last 2 decad�s that studies of women have placed
women's own experiences iri the center of the process of understanding women's
development. From a feminist perspective, women should not be valued for attributes
imposed on women but rather for those that exist in and are chosen by women
themselves. Feminist scholars value autonomy and wprk for conditions that favor
women's independent control of their destinies.
During the last decade, feminists have contributed greatly to the literature on the
psychology of women. One contribution is a growing tendency to focus on the close
study of women and to describe women's lives and women's development in the terms in
which they are lived, rather than to force them into previously defined categories-
categories that originated in the attempt by men to describe all of human life. This recent
trend goes against all prior thinking that had emerged from men's ways of perceiving
human development. This new scholarship leads to the recognition that descriptions of
the ways of knowing from the perspective of a dominant group in society are inadequate
to describe ways of knowing for women (Miller, 1986). "The overarching goal of
feminist research is to capture women's lived experiences in a respectful manner that
legitimizes women's voices as sources of knowledge" (Campbell & Wasco, 2000,
p. 178).· Many feminists conclude that a close study of women's experience eventually
can lead to a "new synthesis which will better describe all experience" (Miller, 1986,
p. xxi).
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An understanding of the human body is considered by feminist pioneer Simone de ·
Beauvoir as the basis for feminist questioning (Heinamaa, 1 997). The body is seen as a
subject of actions, and sexuality cannot be understood simply as an attribute of a human
but rather must be understood as modes _Or ·styles of being, that characterize the whole of
being. Merleau-Ponty described the whole of being as a "unity like a weft or a fabric of
partial and varied connections" (Heinamaa, 1 997, p. 25). The whole of woman, when
conceived as a style of being, can be perceived only be studying the various relations that
contribute to the whole. De Beauvoir suggested that a style of being is not a collection of
actions but rather "a way of acting: thinking, writing, dancing, throwing, breathing,
reasoning, arguing" (quoted in Heinamaa, 1 997, p. 25). In Merleau-Ponty's words, "It
runs through one's whole life like a melody" (quoted in- Heinamaa, 1 997, p. 25).
One of the most important contributions made by feminist researchers has been
giving voice to women's experiences. Gilligan's (1 982) book In a Different Voice is one
example in which the metaphor of a different voice suggests intimacy, physical
proximity, dialogue, and interaction as key in understanding women's experiences. The
underlying premise is that women have a distinctly different moral voice than men in that
women are relationally oriented and thus respond to dilemmas based on interpersonal
ethics of care and responsibility in relationships. Building on Gilligan's work, Belenky
et al. (1 986) in their book, Women 's Ways ofKnowing, used auditory metaphors when
they described women as "speaking up; speaking out; being silenced; not being heard;
really listening; feeling deaf and dumb; and saying wha� you mean" (Cosgrove &
McHugh, 2000, p. 8 18). Cosgrove and McHugh echoed others in their belief that we
cannot accurately understand women's experiences without obtaining beforehand some
understanding of the conditions that have permitted and shaped their experiences.
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It is not about these experiences or o/these experiences but rather.from within these
experiences that women create meaning jn their lives.
Belenky et al. 's (1 986) book Women 's Ways ofKnowing has shed much light on
ways that women shape the world and their participation in it. The authors stated that
they believe that the life stories of the women in their study were catalytic in shaping the
way they viewed themselves and their ways of knowing. These voices were a description
of women's experience and development. The authors identified five ways of knowing
for women: (a) silenced women who feel they have no voice, have nothing to say, and
believe they cannot understand the words of others; (b) received knowers who learn from
the voices of others, believe in their own ability to learn, but not in their ability to create
knowledge or in their ability to speak in their own voice; (c) subjective knowers who
listen to and speak from their own inner voice; (d) procedural knowers who use either the
procedure·s of the academic disciplines or the conn�cted procedure of empathy to
understand other's meaning; and (e) constructive knowers who integrate what they have
learned from others with their own understandings. The authors suggested that these five
ways of knowing are frameworks for meaning-making that evolve and change, rather
than personality types that are relatively permanent. Perhaps it is from within the
expression of these ways of knowing that the authors described that women themselves
come to an understanding of even the making of meFllling.
It is within this expression ofvoi�es, or discourse, that meaning and knowledge
are created. Rather than viewing language as the medium through which experience is
expressed, women need to recognize that language and discourse help constitute our
experience (Cosgrove & McHugh, 2000). Cosgrove and McHugh proposed, "There are
no true, real, or inner experiences or identities that somehow reside underneath the words
a woman uses to describe that experience or identity" (p. 828). Cosgrove and McHugh
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contended that, rather, the shift in attempts to understand is one of moving from
analyzing data to one of analyzing discourse.
Creating a space for women to speak is of great importance because language
plays an important role in the construction of women's identity, experience, and meaning.
�':Io ti:uly benefit from the postmodern tum down the road of social constructionism, we
need to challenge the stories that science has told us about women" (Cosgrove &
McHugh, 2000, p. 829). We need to look to "a way of knowing 'deeper than reason' as
we converse, correspond, and collaborate in our attempts to construct knowledge"
� (Ellerby.& Waxman, 1997, p. 204). "Women must learn to speak in a unique and
. auth�ntic voice . . . . They must 'jump outside' frames and systems authorities provide and
create their own frame" (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 134). A result of taking such an
approach would be that feminists will find more opportunities to continue searching for
stories in .women's voices of women's own ways of understanding meaning and women's
way� of knowing.
.Soc_ial Constructionism
A key feature of social constructionism is the premise that "human reality is
created and has its being i� discourse, i.e., the realm of language, metaphor, and text"
(Ballie /JI, Gorrie, 1996, p. 296). Social constructionism denies subject-object duality, or
the idea that a distinction can be made between the "inner life of the mind and the
external world of social reality" (p. 297). As both content and form of human experience
are constructed in ongoing social interaction, knowledge and truth are multivocal. That
i&, social constructionism Jeads to a new formulation of subjectivity--a subjectivity that is
conceptualized as multifaceted and arising fro:r:n within discourse.
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Formulations of the way in which people construct their realities through discourse are
essential to postmodernist ideology, stemming from the postmodern era's response to
positivist rationality.
Social constructionism has generated considerable interest in the broad sweep· of
postmodernism. The postmodern era is defined by Witkin ( 1 999) as one of challenging
the prior assumptions about the nature of truth and rea�ity. Witkin proposed that social
constructionism is not a unitary theory within postmodern thought but rather a broad
framework for understanding. He stated that coristructjonists emphasize language and
.
meaning as the products of human interchange. "Following Wittgenstein, constructionists
view the meaning of words as related to their use in various contexts where 'contexts'
also are constituted by language" (p. 6).
Social constructionism emerged within the discipline of sociology in the 1 960s
· with. the publication of Berger and Luckman's (1966) book on the sociology of
knowledge. Maines (2000) has claimed that the social construction of meaning cuts into .
the heart of sociology by challenging essentialism and models of human group life that
are inconsistent with what is known about human life. As a sociologist, Maines
suggested that the· social constructionist perspective has been a part of the field of
sociology for most of the 20th century to the extent that sociologists look directly at
social processes to fin� explanations for societal configurations and arrangements.
Instead of referring to something being socially constructed, Maines said that sociologists
use phrases such as produced, created, or· emerges /ram, all of which belong to a family
of references to constructionist processes (p. 562). Maines challenged sociologists not
only to focus directly on matters of meaning but also to examine how meanings are
influenced by situational contingencies.
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_¥:or�ov�r, in addition to focusing on ways meanings are constructed, the approach also
should include a focus on "intertwined sets of meanings" (p. 563).
"Social constructionism emphasizes human agency,. or the participatory role of
humans, and- assen;s that reality is socially and/or psychologically constructed" (Franklin,
1 995, p. 396). This is an interactional view of human behavior . that intertwines the
in��rpersolll!l, sc;,cial, and psychological parts of a person. It assumes· an intricate
cgnnection between people and their social environments. Social constructionists
emphasize. the importance of language, narratives, and sociohistorical and cultural
· p�ocesses as primary factors in understanding one's own constructions. Gergen (1999)
more specifically described social constructionism as being concerned with the social
processes by which people come to describe, explain, and account for their .world.
Frankli,n (1995) suggested that social constructionist theory may be viewed as struggling
with a postmodern dilemma in that it rejects an absolute truth criterion Qf objectivism in
favor of �ultiple realities. As a result of this view, social constructionism may be
perc�i-ved as an anything-goes approach, but Franklin claimed that this is not the case.
Rather,lranklin said, social constructionism is a perspective that is part of a "broade.r
intellectual movement that is having a profound effect on both research and practice" (p.
403) . .
Biever et al. (1998) stated that Kenneth Gergen is perhaps the leading social
constructiqn theorist in contemporary social science. Gergen himself suggested, "The
terms in which the world. is understood are social artifacts, products. of historically
situated interchanges between people and on the historical and cultural · bases of various
forms of world constructions" (quoted in Biever et al., 1998, p. 164). Gergen (2001 a) also
stated, "Constructionist texts include all recent sources treating the manner in which
language is used by persons to generate intelligibility to relational process, that is, forms
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of coordination among two or more persons" (p. 3). He proposed that "one may locate
within the bosom of constructionist writing an alternative horizon of understanding. . . .
It is within this elaboration that we acquire a richer elaboration of a uniquely social
account of human action" (p. 4). According to Gergen it is within the ongoing relations of
people that the meaning of language originates and "tp deny the collaborative process
would be to remove the possibility for meaning itself' (p. 12).
· Gergen, McNamee, and Barrett (2001) referred to the concep� of transformative
dialogue, a process ofmeaning making in relationships that stresses relational
responsibility, self-expression, affirmation, coordination, reflexivity, and the co-creation
of new realities. They proposed forms of trans formative dialogue that foster "ways of
going on together" and described transformative dialogue as "any form of interchange
that succeeds in transforming a relationship between those committed to otherwise
separate and antagonistic realities (and their related practices) to one in which common
and solidifying realities are under construction" (p. 3). The authors said that they believe
that "there is reason for us all to honor--to be responsible to--relationships of meaning
making themselves" (p. 9). The quest is for means of sustaining processes of
communication in which meaning remains in a continuous state of becoming.
Transformative dialogue may thrive on mutual coordination because meaning making is a
form of coordinated action. "Thus, if we are to generate meaning together, we must
develop smooth and reiterative patterns of interchange--a dance in which we move
harmoniously together" (p. 12). Transformative dialogue is a process in which the aim is
facilitating the collaborative construction of new realities. This process, then, is centered
in relationships within which we collaborate, or move harmoniously together, within the
dance of dialogue.
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Gergen (2001b) underscored the importance of relationship as the matrix from
which meaning is derived. That .is, meaning does not originate in an individual's mind
but rather meaning is born. Gergen called this transformation relational politics--"a
politics in which neither self nor other, we nor them, take precedence, but in which
relational process serves a� the ge�erative source of change" (p. 7). · Gergen felt that, if we
· truly place a value on the process of meaning making, then our attentions must be drawn
· to forms of discourse that sustain this process. Relational politics invites the. exploration
of modes of discourse that do place value on meaning making, ,and, as such, discourse
.serves to form and sustain relationships. Gergen proposed that, in an attempt to realize
the art of living together, we are participating in the "generation of a new vocabulary, a
. new consciousness, and a new range of practices--a relational politics that will be
incorporate, pervasive, collaborative, and unceasing" (p. 14).
Gergen (2001c) proposed· that there is no foundation· upon which constructionism
· i:ests. Rather, he believed that "constructionist proposals constitute a domain of
int�lligibility that invites, enables, or facilitates certain forms of cultural practice" (p. 6).
Gergen felt that relational process is the pivotal concept in the constructionist movement.
The significance of social constructionism lies in its replacement of the individual as the
fundamental core of cultural life with relations in action. "That source from which all
meaning is made possible--all that we deem to exist, that we hold valuable, that we
cherish, that gives our lives a sense of worth and direction--issues from a source that is
u�fathomable" (p. 11). We cannot separate that which is human from the non-human in
our search for the meaning of meaning. Gergen felt that, as we extend the conversation of
construction, we see that "all otherness" becomes "one" in relational process (p. 12). ·
McNamee and Gergen (1999) also pointed to the importance of relational
responsibility. If relationships constitute the self, a person is not exercising
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independently but instead as an intersection of multiple relationships. McNamee and
Gergen proposed there are four basic forms of making relationally responsible sense: (a)
internal others (persons are multivoiced), (b) conjoint relations (actions are jointly
created), (c) relations among groups (persons in larger collectivities), and (d) systemic
process (things that exist in dynamic interrelation to each other). Thus, the concept of
relational responsibility derives from what might be viewed as a first premise of social
constructionism. Relational respo�sibility, then, is concerned with different ways of
engaging with others and creating and understand the world.
Harlene Anderson explained relational responsibility, or shared responsibility, as
inherent in collaborative relationships and processes, the essence of which she feels is
dialogue (McNamme & Gergen, 1999). "By dialogue, I [Anderson] mean a dynamic
generative kind of conversation in which there is room for all voices, in which each
person is wholly present, and in which there is a two-way exchange and crisscrossing of
ideas, thoughts, opinions, and feelings" (quoted in McNarrime & Gergen, 1999, p. · 65).
Shotter and Katz (1998 ) also have much to say about the relationally responsive
nature of the dialogical. They stated, "Whenever a second living being responds to the
activities of a first, and thus acts in a way that depends on their acts, then the activities of
the second can only ever be partially their own; they can never be accounted as wholly
theirs" (quoted in McNamme & Gergen, 1999, p. 153). This means accepting that people
exist in continuous living relations with each other and their surroundings, an idea in
which separateness dissipates. Shotter ( 1993a, 1993b) referred to this sphere asjoint
action. "In joint action, we do not act ' out or our own individual, inner plans, intentions,
or desires, but ' into' a context 'shaped' by the actions of the others around us; thaf is, we
simply act in a way that is responsive to their actions" (Shotter & Katz, 1998, p. 218).
Shotter and Katz claimed that if we do act in a relationally responsible way, then the
34

whole character of our lives change. Meaning making takes on a new depth then, as
. Bakhtin suggested, "a meaning only reveals its depths once it has encountered and come
into contact with another different meaning: They engage in a kind ·of dialogue, which
reaches beyond any one-sidedness of these particular meanings, these cultures" ( quoted
i� McNamme & Gergen, 1999, p. 218).
The conception of a science. in the postmodern context _is one that emphasizes
"continuing interchange, continuing reflection and transformation" (Gergen &
Thatchenkery," 1996, p. 370). It is the beginning of a conversation that considers
language a by-product of human interchange. Wittgenstein claimed there can be no
private language (cited in Gergen & Thatchenkery, 1996). Rather, it is the communal .
cooperation of two or more persons or joint action. "Activity of this kind between us is
not yours or mine, but ours . . . . This is where all the strangeness of the dialogical begins"
(Shott�r, 2000a, p. 5). Joint action, then, is a complex orchestration of many different
kinds of influences interwoven together. Shotter referred to this orchestration as
"partially-this-partially-that" (p. 5) an unfinished character of our socially created
realities. He likened this participatory, dialogically-structure� mode of inquiry to a dance.
"We da�ce as the movements of our · dancing partner 'invite' us to dance" (Shotter,
2000a, p. 8). That is, as participating parts in one or another living whole, we become so
infused with.influences from the others and otherness around us that they are all
constitutive of who and what we are.
Shotter (1993a, 1993b) gave us two very important insights into the understanding
of meaning. First, he contended that the world of human existence does not exist
independently of human activicy but is, rather, a product of that activity that is
consttucted discursively. It is within this joint conversational activity of people that
thoughts and feelings of individuals come to be known. This is a position that is held by
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both social constructionists and advocates of a discursively oriented human science. The
second insight is Shotter's own construction. He believed that not only is there (a)
practical knowledge and (b) theoretical knowledge but also there is (c) participatory
knowledge, knowing of the third kind. It is within this knowing of the third kind that knowing becomes a product of our own constructive activity knowledge that grows with
our participation in the acts of living. Shotter pointed out that in the search for
understanding ourselves and our changing world, Shotter pointed out that, "as our ways
of relating ourselves to each other start to change, so must our ways of knowing begin to
change, too" (p. 2).
The change that Shotter has suggested requires ways of relating to each other and
of knowing that involve a whole new manner of being in the world. "It involves a focus
on the primacy of our living, spontaneously responsive reactions to the others and
otherness around us" (Shotter, 2000a, p. 1). Shotter believed that we, as living beings,
cannot help but be spontaneously responsive to events occurring around us. As a result,
strange things happen to and within us. ''Not only is there a rich and complex
intertwining of our own outgoing responsive activities with those coming into us from
our surroundings, but within this intricate intertwining, a 'space' with a 'depth' of human
possibilities to it is created around us" (p. 8). As humankind enters into the third
millennium, this way of thinking opens up a whole new and exciting era, one which
Harre stated is consistent with the new paradigm conception of the "person as actively
engaged with others, real and imaginary, in the joint production of the stream of life"
(Harre, 2000a, p. 2).
Harre (2000a) believed that the turn towards discourse as the major focus of
psychological research opens up intriguing dimensions. Within this perspective,
discourse--more specifically called conversation--beco�es a metaphor for analyzing uses
36

of symbols other than the verbal. Harre held to the position that individuals have skills
and use them to create jointly with others psychological phenomena, among which he
included the production of persons, who are created and maintained discursively. Harre
claimed that people do not just "emerge naturally from the organic soup of the biosphere"
(p. 8). Rather, they are artifacts manufactured according to certain patterns and principles
by other people.
!"

Conversation is a form of social interaction, the products of which, such as

interpersonal relations, are also social in nature. To define this type of interaction, or joint
action, Davies and Harre (1999) used the term discursive practice to mean "ways in
which people actively produce social and psychological realities" (p. 2). Harre suggested
that an individual emerges through the process of social interaction, not as a fixed end
product but rather as one who is "constituted and reconstituted through the various
discursive practices in which they participate" (p. 3). He believed that it is within our
own and others' discursive practices that the stories can be found through which we make
sense of our own and others' lives. It is within this multifaceted process of discourse that
meanings are progressively and dynamically achieved. Differences exist, of course, in the
discursive practices of people, and there must be room for differences to be understood.
What room is there for the differences in the ways people make meaning? Harre
(2000b) suggested that there might be differences across generations and cultures, across
ages and across genders, and between individual people. Harre referred to the differences
as diversities (p. 23). He suggested that it would be surprising ifthere were not
differences in how people in different . cultures interact and how they.view themselves in
the sense of their self-concept. So, too, will there be differences in people's ways of
knowing and in their ways of making meaning of meaning. Harre also proposed that there
. also might be more than one way that selfhood is produced in the life of any one person.
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This Harre referred to as multiplicity (p. 23). Harre believed that individual multiplicity
ties in with cultural diversity and that most people have more than one story of their lives
to tell. Indeed, it might well be that meaning making is much like the web of a spider,
intricately woven and complex.
Summary
Throughout this literature review, the terms feminism, feminine perspective,
postmodernism, and social constructionism have been used to refer to contextual
frameworks for understanding how meaning is made in and of life. Similarities exist
among these frameworks, and each is characterized by a specialized understanding of
language and discourse. Clearly, feminists and social constructionists share many ideas,
practices, and, to some extent at least, a common philosophy. For example, they both
recognize the importance of social context in understanding behavior, interactions, and
relationships. They both call into question common cultural beliefs, assumptions, and
"taken-for-granted" explanations (Beiver et al., 1998, p. 168). Flax (1990), a feminist
scholar, described feminism as a postmodern philosophy and noted that feminism, like
social constructionism, seeks to distance us from and create a skepticism about a set 'of
beliefs concerning truth, knowledge, power, the self, and language that is "often taken for
granted within and serves legitimization for contemporary culture" (p. 5). Feminist
postmodernism challenges scholars to create alliances that will allow for a working
together to construct a new understanding of gender relations that will empower each
person. Social constructionism offers the possibility that both men and women have the
right to choose a "different voice" and . a more balanced cultural repertoire for both
genders (Beiever et al., 1998, p. 169).
Meaning we create is the result of social interaction. We make meaning out of
what we experience through interactions with others, as meanings are not inherent in
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opjects or particular situations. How women make meaning in and of life is a
. . multifaceted, multi-constructed web in which the threads are fragmented, context
dependent, and local. It is clear that the literature on relational connectedness among
women and their female friendships that I have examined is at the core of this search for
how women make meaning in and of their lives. In this literature review, I have found
reason� to believe that the threads in how women make meaning are of many textures and
colors. . The.re truly seem to be lines of light that weave us together and lines of love that
whisper Qf.oneness--connecting us, entwining us, and engaging us in life, one to another.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD OF RESEARCH
This study is grounded in qualitative research methodology. "Qualitative methods
are founded on the idea that we can gain fresh understandings about people by listening
to individuals _and learning about their experiences" (Rind, 2002, p. 6). Specifically, this
study uses phenomenological inquiry as a "qualitative and naturalistic approach to
inductively and holistically understand human experience" (Patton, 1990, p. 37) in the
context-specific setting of a study of women's relational connectedness (Patton, 1990,
p. 37). "The word context literally means to weave together, to twine, to connect. This
interrelatedness creates the webs of meaning within which humans act" (Personal
Narratives Group, 1989, p. 19). I chose to use a phenomenological approach to weave
together an understanding of how women make meaning in and of life through
friendships with other women. Included in this chapter are descriptions of (a)
phenomenology as a method of inquiry, (b) the study's research design and procedures,
(c) participants, (d) participant interviews, (d) data analysis procedures, (e) verification
and trustworthiness, and (e) my bias statement.
Phenomenology as a Method of Inquiry

Phenomenology has many definitions, and as such, phenomenological inquiry can
be approached in a variety of ways. Patton (1990) explained, "Sometimes
phenomenology is viewed as a paradigm, sometimes as a philosophy or as a perspective,
and it is sometimes even viewed as synonymous with qualitative methods or naturalistic
inquiry" (p. 68). However, Patton suggested that the key component of
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phenomenological inquiry is the central focus on the structure a�d essence of experience.
Creswell (1998) further explained that the purpose of phenomenological research is to
"describe the meaning of the lived experiences for individuals about a concept or a
phenomenon" (p. -S I ). Dukes (1984) suggested that a phenomenological approach
assumes that human experience makes sense to those who live it and that experience can ·
be consciously expressed. According to Moustakas (i 994), the central tenets of this
methodology are the following:

To determine what an experience means for the persons who have had the
experience and are able to provide a comprehensive description of it. From the
. individual descriptions, general or universal meanings are derived, in other words,
the ·essences of structures of the experience. (p. 13)
Phenomenology as a philosophical tradition was first used by the German
philosopher Husserl. Later, Schutz's work in phenomenology extended and established
phenomenology as a philosophical and social science perspective. Other important
contributors to phenomenology have been Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Whitehead, Giorgi,
and Zaner (Patton, 1990). In describing phenomenology Husserl suggested that
phenomenology is "the study of how people describe things and experience them through
their senses" (Patton, 1990, p. 69). Husserl contended that people can only know what it
is that they experience through their conscious awareness. Patton stressed that our
understanding of an experience comes from experience of a phenomenon, yet that
experience must be "described, explicated, and interpreted" (p. 69). He also proposed that
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, the interpretation of an experience is essential to understanding that experience. '.'Thus,
phenomenologists focus on how we put together the phenomena we experience in such a
way as to make sense of the world and, in so doing, develop a worldview" (p. 69).
Additionally, Patton expressed that an important dimension that distinguishes
. phenomenological inquiry is ''the assumption that there is an essence or essences to
shared experience" (p. 70). He explained essences as core meaning understood through a
phenomenon commonly experienced. The essence of experience in this study is the
essence of having a female friendship and how that is experienced by the participants in
this study.. .
.. Husserl (Byrne, 2001) contended that bracketing, or setting aside one's
·p reconceived notions, enables one to objectively describe the phenomenon under study.
According to Husserl, bracketing enables the researcher to identify the essence of the
experience free of her or his own prior experiences. This approach assumes that people
can separate their personal knowledge from their life experiences. Heidegger (Byrne,
200 I ) offered a different worldview in which, he believed, that meanings are developed
through experiences and, therefore, it is impossible to bracket or separate experiences. He
proposed, however, that it was possible to become aware of many of our assumptions
through reflection and that reflexive consideration of one's experience with the
phenomenon can be thought of as a way to interpret experience of shared meanings
(Byrne, 2001). "Regardless ofthe extent to which it can be achieved or how one embarks
on it, refle,ive consideration of one's experience with the subject- matter of any scientific
research proj ect is essential for the validity of that research" (Drew, 2001, p. 21).
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Research Design and Procedures
I designed this study to be a qualitative study, grounded in the phenomenological
tradition of research. Phenomenology was chosen as t4e type of qualitative research
methodology because it is a type of qualitative research that examines the lived
experiences of humans. It was my pope to gain an understanding of the essence of the
lived experience of female friendships from the perspectives of the women who
participated in this study. The _centra] research question was "How do women's
experiences with female friendship contribute to their lives and the meanings they
construct for themselves?" The overarching phenomenological research question was
"What stands out for you in your experiences with women in your friendships?"
This study utilized in-depth individual interviews as the method of data collection.
Specifically, I used the long-interview approach.suggested by McCracken (1998) because
of its potential to provide descriptive meaning to the experiences of women and their
female friendships. I also developed an interview protocol, as suggested by Polkinghome
(2005), in an attempt to facilitate dialogue with the participants I interviewed. Open
ended questions assisted the participants in recalling their experiences with female
friendships. Although the interview experience was semi-structured at times and probing
questions were used to facilitate dialogue, the participants were encouraged to tell their
stories from their personal perspective. These stories were woven into narrative accounts
of their experiences of female friendship and the meaning those experiences hold for their
lives.
Since I explored my research topic using a feminist lens, I deemed it essential
that the study be grounded in the lives of the women I was studyin.g. "Women's personal
narratives are essential primary documents for feminist research" (Personal Narratives
Group, 1989, p. 4). "Women's personal narratives also reveal the frameworks of meaning
through which individuals locate themselves in the world and make sense of their lives"
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(Personal Narratives Group, 1989, p. 22). Feminist theory is grounded in women's lives,
and taking a feminine perspective in research requires examining and analyzing the role
and meaning of gender in a woman's life and in society. "Listening to women's
voices . . . and learning from women's experiences have been crucial to the feminist
reconstruction of our understanding of the world" . (Personal Narratives Group, 1989, p. 4)
Wome�'s personal narratives are stories of how women understand, negotiate, and
interpret their experiences in life. The narratives I gathered through a personal interview
with each of the women presented and interpreted each �oman's life experiences within
th·e context of her relationships with other women with whom she shares a female
friendship.
Stewart (1994) proposed that it is important to engage in the use of feminist
strategies when studying women's lives. These strategies include the following:

Look for what's been left out, analyze your own role or position, identify agency
in the context of social constraint, use the concept of gender as an analytic tool,
treat gender as a defining power relation (such as race, class, and sexuality), and
avoid the search for a unified self (p. 12).
I.engaged in a number of the feminist strategies that Stewart has proposed. First, Stewart
· suggested that studies of women look for "what has been overlooked, unconceptualized,
and not noticed, but may be very central to women's experiences" (p. 14). Although the
study of female friendship has largely been ignored in social science research, those
studies that have been conducted have shown the significance and value of these
friendships. It is my belief that the findings of my study confirm that female frie�dship is
. i�d_eed, ce1'tral to women's experiences. Secondly, Stewart proposed that an important
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assumption in studying women's lives is that the researcher has. to "analyze your own
role or position as it affects your understanding anq the research process" (p. 18). I agree
with feminist theorists who propose that it may be impossible to leave oneself out of the
research process and that including self-reflection makes it possible to bring new insight
into understanding women's experiences. Bracketing my own experiences with female
friendships allowed me to engage in self-reflection before the interview process and also
at the conclusion of this research study. Third, Stewart proposed that the use of feminist
strategies in research includes the using "the concept of 'gender' as an analytic tool"
(p. 23). Feminist theorists stress the importance of understanding that gender is a social
construct. "The importance of this concept in tum is that it shapes who we actually
experience ourselves to be" (p. 23). The present study explores how women make
meaning in their lives through their relationships with female friends, and it includes an
exploration of how each woman who participated has vie�ed herself as a woman
experiencing a friendship with another woman. Lastly, Stewart proposed that feminist
strategies in research should "avoid the search for a unified self or cpherent self or voice"
(p� 29). I do not suggest that the women's voices in the present study speak for all women
but, rather, the experiences of the women in this study are representative of how these
particular women make meaning in their lives through female friendship.:.
Participants
Creswell (1998) suggested that, in a phenomenological study the participants
must be individuals who have experienced the phenomenon being explored and that they
must be able to speak to that experience. Participants for this study were women who met
the criterion of having the experience of close female friendships. Convenience and
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familiarity- with the participants also played a role in my invitation to the participants
With regard to sample size, Patton (1990) suggested, "There are no rules for
sample size in qualitative research" (p. 184). He explained that sample size for qualitative
research is dependent on what the researcher wants to know, the purpose of the research,
what is at stake; what will useful, what will be credible, and what type of sample can be
chosen with available time and resources. For this study, I chose to represent more
breadth than depth. "In-depth information from a small number of people can be very
valuable, especially if the cases are information-rich" (Patton, 1990, p. 184). McCracken
(1998) proposed that the principle of "less is more" is an important principle to follow
and that, for most qualitative research purposes, eight respondents i� a sufficient number
(p. 17). He also suggested that "it is important to remember that this group is not chosen
to represent some larger world. It offers, instead, an opportunity to glimpse the
complicated character, organization, and logic of culture" (p. 17). Creswell (1998)
echoed that when he suggested, "The important point is to describe the meaning of a
small number of individuals who have experienced the phenomenon" (p. 122). Dukes
(1984) agreed and recommended studying from 3 to 10 participants. In general, Patton
(1990) suggested, "The validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative
inquiry have more to do with the information-richness of the cases selected and the
observational/analytical capabilities of the researcher than with ·sample size" (p. 185).
In a phenomenological study, having access to participants is limited to finding
participants who have actually experienced the phenomenon being investigated. In this
study, participants must have had the experience ofhaving female friendships. "Because
the goal of qualitative research is enriching the understanding of an experience, . . . such
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selections are purposeful and sought out; the selection should not be random or left to
chance" (Polkinghome, 2005, p. 140). Patton (1990) suggested that it is important to
select "information-rich cases for study in depth" (p. 169). Patton (1990) endorsed the
use of criterion sampling in qualitative research studies by explaining that ''the logic of
criterion sampling is to review and study all cases that meet some predetermined criterion
of importance" (p. 176). Creswell also indicated, "Criterion sampling works well when
all individuals studied represent people who have experienced the phenomenon" (p. · 118).
Therefore, it is important to use purposive selection in choosing participants "from which
the researcher can substantially learn about the experience" (Polkinghome, 2005, p. 140).
The women invited to participate in this study all meet the criterion of having had
experiences with female friendships.
Convenience and accessibility are also important considerations. "Because of the
in-depth nature of extensive and multiple interviews with participants, it is convenient for
the researcher to obtain people who are easily accessible" (Creswell, 1998, p. 137). In
my study, the sample is made up of nine women I knew personally (women with whom I
have a personal friendship), along with one other woman who was referred to me by orie
of the participants. The participants were sought out because I believed that their
accounts of female friendship could provide important insight that might help describe
and clarify the experience of female friendship. I feel the issue of my personally knowing
so many of the participants in the study brings both a strength and a limitation to it. A
strength might be found in the existing relationship between me and most of my
participants. Qualitative researchers are required to "dig below the surface to bring up
experiential accounts" (Polkinghome, 2005, p. 141). The ease and comfort with which I
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entered into the interview process with the participants was facilitated by a comfort level
previously established wit�in the friendships I enjoyed with those women I knew
per�9nally and with the friend of a friend in the 1 0th case. I believe the participants were
familiar and comfortable with me and that we were able to engage in a kind of dialogue
that resuhed in them providing a rich and inclusive ac�ount of their experience of female
friendship. A limitation to my personal re!ationship with the participants in this study is
. that, becal.!se of the casual nature of my friendship with most of them, some of the
pa�cipaqts may have had a difficult time responding to me as_ a researcher and they
�ight not have shared intimate details concerning issues that were troubling to them or
fully addressed i�sues that were uncomfortable for them to share with me.
Since I am interested in the experience of female friendships across generations, I
included women who represent a range of different age groups. According to Patton

( 1_990), selecting a small sample that represents diversity will yield two kinds of findings:
"(1) high-quality, detailed descriptions of each case, which are useful for documenting
. uniqueness, .and (2) important shared patterns that cut across cases and derive their
·� significa��e from having emerged out of heterogeneity" (p. 172). The participants ranged
in age from 25 to 75 years old at the time they were interviewed. I discussed my study
with each woman and invited her to participate. Additionally, I asked each to suggest
.

.

other possible participants, that is, other women whom they know to have experiences
:with female friendships that they might be interested in sharing. Each participant was
asked to sign a letter of informed consent. A brief description of each participant is

',

presented in the results section of this manuscript.
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Participant Interviews
. The long interview approach suggested by McCracken (1998) was used because
of its potential to provide descriptive meaning to the experience of women and their
female friendships. McCracken suggesteq that no method of qualitative inquiry may more
revealing than the long interview method of inquiry.

The method can take us into the mental world of the individual, to glimpse the
categories and logic by which he or she sees the world. It can also take us into the
life world of the individual, to see the content and patterns of daily experience.
The long interview gives us the opportunity to step into the mind of another
person, to see and experience the world as they do themselves. (p. 9)

The study began with me undergoing a bracketing interview and continued with
_me individually interviewing each participant. After securing permission of the
participant, I audiotaped the interview. Each interview began with the question, "What
stands out for you in your experiences with other women in your friendships?" Probing
questions were designed to further explore specifics of the participant's response. I
approached the interviews with an intentionality of consciousness that Creswell (1998)
has described as an important stance in phenome�ological research. As each participant
told me her story, she constructed and expressed meaning, which is a general assumption
of narrative analysis. Interviews were informal an� largely unstructured. Participants told
. thei_r stories in response to a set of questions selected from a prepared questionttaire or
interview protocol. Polkinghorne (2005) suggested the �se of questions or protocols in
order for the interview to proceed as a conversation or dialogue "in which the interviewer
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follows the conversational threads opened up by the interviewee and guides the
- conversation toward producing a full account of the experience under investigation" (p.
142),. including using follow-up probes as appropriate. McCracken.(1998) suggested that
the �se of � questionnaire "does not preempt the 'open-ended' nature of the qualitative
interview" if care is taken to provide the researcher and the participant the opportunity to
explore unstructured responses (p. 25). Each interview ranged from an hour and a half to
2 hours in length, which Weiss (1994) proposed is a reasonable expectation for
.
.
qualitative research. My role as the interviewer/researcher in the construction of the story
was twofold. First, I was the audience to whom the participant presented herself.
Secondly, -! assisted the participant in constructing her own story of how she has made
meaning of her life and in her life through friendships with other women.
Although the interviews were largely informal and unstructured, the following
Questions and follow-up probes were used as focus points to engage each woman
interviewed in dialogue:
1. How and when ·did you first form a close friendship with another female? Will
you describe that experience for me? How did you meet? What drew you to
her? Can you describe what you liked about her? What didn't you like? What
.kinds of things did you do together? Do you still keep in touch? What is your
relationship with her like now?
2. What about these days? How have you formed friendships with other
females?
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3. What are common characteristics that distinguish your closest and best friends ·
from your acquaintances? What sets -� best friend apart from the crowd? What
catches your eye about her?
4. Do you think we choose a girlfriend because she mirrors our fantasies and has
qualities of a self we wish we could be? Do you think in choosing a friend we
are expressing who and what we would like to become?
5. What qualities do you values in a· friend?
6. In thinking about your friendships with women now, think of one friend who
' is closer than others, or one in particular who you would like to share with me
as you describe your experiences of your friendship with her? How long have
you known her? How did you meet? What attracted you to her? When and
how did you know that you had become close friends? What kinds of things
do you share? Will you describe her for me? What do you value most about
her and your friendship?
7. Are there other women with whom you have or have had a close friendship?
Will you describe those experiences of friendship with them?
8. Can you think of a friend who has been with you through a crisis? What did
she offer that other relationships can't or didn' t in becoming the thread that
pulled you through a hard time? What for you is meant by a friend being there
· for you? Do you a friend who has helped you change of fully develop yourself
in some aspect?
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9. . Do you have a friend who is a truth teller? What does telling the truth to a
friend mean to you? Do you expect a friend to be loyal? What does loyalty in
friendship mean to you?
10. What kind of magic, if any, is there between girlfriends? How do you honor
your girlfriends and your friendship with them?
11. What do friends do for and with their girlfriends?
12. Are there things that friends shouldn't do? Are there boundaries in any of your
relationships with your female friends? Are there any aspects of your
friendships that have been challenging? Costly? Do you recall any incidents in
· :. .

your.friendships when you felt hurt? Disappointed?

An4lysis� · Phenomenological data analysis takes place through the methodology of
..

4

�

•

. reduction, the analysis of specific statements, the identification of themes, and a search
for all possible meanings (Creswell, 1998). According to Creswell, phenomenological
data analysis steps are similar in nature for all psychological phenomenologists. For
example, Moustakes (1994) and Polkinghome (1989) suggested similar steps for data
analysis. These steps include (a) horizonalization of data into meaning units or
statements, (b) transformation of statements into clusters of meanings, ( c) a general
description of the experiences, (d) a textural description of what was experienced, and
(e) a structll:ral descri�tion_ofhow th� phenomenon was experienced (Creswell, 1998).
Creswell also suggested that phenomenological research ends with a better understanding
of the "essential, invariant structure (or essence) of the experience" (p. 55).
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In other words, a reader of a phenom�nological research report should come away with
.
the feeling that "I understand better what it is like for someone to experience that"
(Polkinghome, 1989, p. 46).
Creswell (1998) also suggested it is also important that the researcher "set aside
all prejudgments, bracketing (epoche) his or her experiences" (p. 52). Field and Morse
proposed that "The concept of epoche is central, where the researcher brackets his or her
own preconceived ideas about the phenomenon to understand it' through the voice of the
informants" (cited in Creswell, 1998, p. 54). Pattqn (1990) explained epoche as a process
that helps researchers to remove, or become aware of, a different way of looking at the
phenomena being studied. Katz suggested that epoche helps researchers suspend
judgments about the research topic under investigation and that it is critical in
phenomenological research as a way for the researcher to set aside his/her own viewpoint
"in order to see the experience for itself' (cited in Patton, 1990, p. 407). Husserl coined
the phrase bracketing as a term meaning "holding up the phenomenon for serious
inspection" (cited in Patton, 1990, p. 408). I asked the chair of my doctoral committee,
Dr. Julia Malia, to conduct a bracketing interview with me. The bracketing interview
focused on my own experiences with female friendships. I transcribed this interview into
a protocol. A bias statement of my bracketing experiences is included at the end of this
chapter.
McCracken (1998) proposed that in using the long interview approach, the
investigator serves as a kind of instrument in the collection and analysis of data. · He used
the metaphor of investigator as instrument and suggested "it emphasizes that the
investigator cannot fulfill qualitative research objectives without using a broad range of
his or her own experience, imagination," and intellect in ways that are various and
unpredictable" (p. 18).
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The audiotaped se�sions of the individual interviews were transcribed into
protoaols. Ec1:ch protocol was read in its entirety. Significant statements were extracted
from each description, and these statements were formulated into- meanings and the
- meanings then:clustered into themes. .Dr. Malia and I coded the individual interview
transcripts. and pulled out central themes, issues, and perspectives.Our intent was to
. anaJyze each individual interview; or the narrative accounts, in a systematic way to
generate meaning findings. Creswell (1998) suggested using an approach for data
. an_alysis in phenomenological research that is outlined by Moustakas (1994) .. Moustakas
suggested that the researcher find statements in the interviews about how the individuals
are experiencing the topic; list these significant statements (horizonalizaton. of the data),
treating each statement as having equal worth; and then work to develop a list of
nonrepetitive, nonoverlapping statements. The statements then are grouped into meaning
units, a,id a textural description of the experience is noted. The researcher then constructs
an overall descripti�n of the meanings and the essence of the experience. This process
w�s followed for each interview. Finally, a composite and interpretive description was
written (Creswell, 1998).
This study used five features of phenomenological research suggested by
Creswell (1 989). First, I suggest that within female friendships there is an "essential
structure of a caring interaction" (Creswell, 1998, p. 32). Second, this study encompassed
the philosophical perspective of the phen�mel)ological approach to research. Third, I
, . studied the single phenomenon of female friendship. Fourth, I bracketed my
preconceptions so "as not to inject hypotheses, questions, or personal experiences into the
s�dy" (Creswell, 1998, p. 33). And fifth, I used specific phenomenological data analysis
steps.
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Verification and Trustworthiness

According to Creswell ( 1998), "Phenomenologists view verification and
standards as largely related to the researcher interpretation" (p. 207). However, Dukes
(1984) claimed there are procedures for verification in a phenomenological study that
includes the lenses of both the researcher and outside reviewers. Dukes suggested that the
.data be submitted to a different researcher to look for identical patterns.· He suggested this
is important because an outside reader can recognize the logic of the experience and how
it matches his or her own experience, resulting in wh�t Dukes calls "the eureka factor"
(p. 201). This verification was accomplished when Dr. Malia and I separately reviewed
the data.
Polkinghorne proposed that the phenomenological researcher address the
following concerns. The researcher should make sure that (a) he or she does not influence
the contents of the participant's descriptions in such a way that the descriptions do not
truly reflect the . participant's actual experiences; (b) the transcription is accurate and
conveys the meanings intended; (c) the analysis of the transcriptions contains accurate
conclusions; (d) it is possible to go from the general structural descriptions to the
transcriptions and to account for specific contents and connections in the examples
provided by the participant's experiences; and (e) the structural description is situation
specific (Polkinghorne, 1989). I paid attention to the individual descriptions of each
participant's experiences and worked to assure that the descriptions reflected the
participant's experiences and are accurate and complete. By asking Dr. Malia to assist me
in my thematic analysis, I attempted to ensure that my conclusions were accurate. I stood
positioned throughout the interviews, the transcriptions, the analysis, and in the final
product ready to account for each of these concerns.
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Additionally, Cre·swell (1998) offered eight verification procedures for qualitative
research studies. Creswell recommended that "qualitative researchers engage in at least
two of them in any given study" (p. 203). I used three of th.e eight recommended
·verification pr(?cedures in this study. First, Creswell suggested that peer reviews or
debriefin·g provides an external check of the research process� Lincoln and Guba (1985)
defined the role of a peer debriefer as "a devil's a�vocate" (cited in Creswell, 1 998, p.
202). My chair, Dr. Julia Malia; served as a peer reviewer during my data analysis.
Second, CreswelJ (1998) suggested that clarifying researcher bias will take place within
the process of bracketing. A reflection of my bracketing interview experience can be
found immediately below as the end of the research method section. Third, Creswell
stressed the importance of having rich, thick description that allows readers of research
studies to make decisions regarding transferability. McCracken (1998) also suggested
that qualitative research should take the reader into the mind and life of the respondent.
He proposed that a rich description "should give the reader a guided tour of these terrains
by choosing sample quotes that capture the ideas and concerns" of the participant's
experiences (p. 54). Patton (1990) agreed that "the discipline and rigor of qualitative
analysis depend on presenting solid descriptive data, what is often called 'thick
description,' in such a way that others reading -the results can understand and draw their
own interpretations" (p. 375).1 included rich, thick description of participants' interviews
by focusing on and including excerpts of the individual participant interviews in an
attempt to represent the participants' experiences in the fullest way possible.
Bias Statement

I am in a very different place now from when I first began thinking about a
research study on women's experiences with female friendships. When I first began
exploring the idea of female friendships, I belonged to a close network of female friends.
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Our Girlfriends Group gathered on a weekly basis, sharing and connecting our life
experiences; one to another. We traveled together, laughed and cried together, and
brought meaning to each other's lives on a daily basjs. My perspective on female
friendships at that time would have been one of relational connectedness. Female
friendships, at that time in my life, played a central role in who I was and how I defined
myself. My friendships with other women sustained me and kept me involved·in life, and
it was through these friendships that I found meaning in my life.
My life's journey took a different path, and things abruptly changed for the
Girlfriends Group. Due to a new job, I relocated to another town, a few of us found true
love and married; some went their separate ways; due to a horrible misunderstanding, one
of us has become estranged from all of the others; and we all but lost our Girlfriends
Group and each other. My perspective on female friendship at this point in my life was
one of disconnection, sadness, and regret. In my new location, I could not find the
connectedness and relational support that I had with my girlfriends from the past. I did,
however, find one kindred spirit and instantly bonded with one of my co-workers at my
new job. That relationship with my new friend encouraged me, supported me, and
sustained me in the loneliest of times. It kept my hope alive in pursuing this topic and in
my desire to do this study on female friendships.
During my bracketing interview, themes emerged from my exploration of female
friendships: distrust, betrayal, disappointment, and grief. What I was made most aware of
is that these themes echo throughout my life with female friendships, first as a child, then
as an adolescent, and later throughout many of my adult female friendships. What was
even more amazing and interesting to me was that, despite the personal costs incurred,
my continued interest in finding and maintaining female friendships resonated throughout
the entire interview.
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Very little attention has been given to the costs of maintaining friendships
(O'Conner, 1 992). "The failure to recognize such costs before partly reflected a lack of
interest in t�e processes operating in relationships, and a tendency to refuse to see
intimate relationships as what Duck and Sants ( 1 983) called the crock of gold at the end
of the rainbow" (cited in O'Conner, 1 992, p. 1 8). I was beginning to wonder if this study
on women'� friendships would tum away from where it began and become, truly, the
crock of gold at the end of the rainbow. I took care .to be consciously aware to. not lead
the participants in this study in the.direction of exploring the personal costs of
maintaining female friendships. However, I was interested in knowing if any of the
women in this study would reflect similar issues of distrust, betrayal, disappointment, and
gri,ef. I realized my own experiences with female friendships could bias my research
. stu�y, and it was for this reason that I felt it important to bracket my experiences so that I
might attempt to understand the experience of the participants from within their own
voice of experience.
As I reflect on my own personal experiences with female friendships, I realize
that my own stories are quite similar to many of the experiences describing the women in
this study. And, in fact, my own assumptions about female friendship have changed and
evolved through the course of conducting this study. When I first began the study, I
assumed that most women would have the picturesque friendship stories that I would
have shared at that point in my life. However, a number of events have occurred in my
life that would profoundly shift my assumptions about female friendships. A hugely
disappointing misunderstanding with the woman I considered my closest and dearest
friend, the dissolving of my Girlfriends Group, and my relocation to another town all.
resulted in a tremendous shift in my thinking about the importance and significance of
female friendships. A struggle to find and make new friends, the pull and tug of trying to
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maintain friendships through time· �d distance, and disappointment after disappointment
regarding female friendships shifted my thinking dramatically. At that point my
assumptions about other women's experiences with female friendships would have been
. . bitterly tainted by my own recent experiences.
Life's journey has brought me full circle in my personal life and in my
explorationto understand female friendships. I have moved back home and reunited· with ·
many of my girlfriends ·from the pijst. We regrouped, joined in with others, shop together,
cook and eat with on·e another, talk, listen, support, and encourage each other: AH of the
participants in this study, as they recounted their own experiences with friendships; cried
· tears of joy and happiness as the meanings their friends have for them manifested
themselves in feelings and words. I am grateful I have been able to end this study back ·
where I began it, within a circle of female friendships that have contributed significantly
· to my life'.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS

The participants in this study, 10 women who have experiences with female
friendships that they wish to share, have been given pseudonyms to protect their identities
. and to respect their privacy. Nori-identifying individual descriptions of the participants in
. . �.is.study are presented.
Description ofParticipants
Laurie
Lauri� was, at the time of the interview, a 55-year-old woman who lived alone in
a. moderate-sized metropolitan city in Tennessee. She was retired from a public utilities
. company where she had been an executive secretary for most of her adult life. She had
been divorced about 25 years. She had one daughter who is married and had two
children, ages 6 and 10 at the time of the interview. Laurie lived in the same city as her
daughter and grandchildren and was very active in theidives. She kept her grandchildren
2 days a week so her daughter could work part-time. Additionally, she kept the children
on many weekend nights so her daughter and son-in-law could have.a night out on the
town: Laurie was part of a very close network of girlfriends. She had a particularly close
friend in this group, Ann (also a study participant), with whom she talked and got
together with almost daily. Laurie is 20 years younger than Ann and reported that Ann is
"just like the mother I never had." The two would eat together, watch television together
at night, and often shop during the day. The two of them also did some part-time work for
the public utilities company they both worked for before their retirement.
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Ann was a 75-year-old woman at the time of the interview. She lived alone in a
moderate-sized metropolitan city in Tennessee. She had been retired for about I O years
from a public utilities company where she had been an executive secretary. Most of her
adult life she was a homemaker, and she raised three children.. She had been divorced
about 30 years. She had two daughters and a son who were grown, with families of their
own. Although-her family lived out of town, she was very close to her children and
grandchildren ·and played an-active role in their lives, as she traveled to visit with them on
a regular basis and to attend and participate in special occasions. Ann had a very active
social lifestyle and was constantly on the go. Ann was actively volunteering at a
community hospital, and she also volunteered at a park that was operated by the public
utilities company that she worked for before her retirement. She reported having a group
of girlfriends with whom she was very close. She talked of a friend, Laurie (also a study
participant), ·who was her best friend. L�urie is 20 years younger, and Ann considered her
relationship with Laurie to be "like a daughter.'' The two of them would talk and see each
other daily.
Nicole
Nicole was a 49-year-old woman·. She lived alone in a moderately sized town in
Tennessee. She was an entrepreneur and she had become involved in many independent
business ventures. She currently owned and operated her own personal services company.
She had been divorced about 10 years and had one daughter who was in college. She had
a large family and was very close to all of them, especially her sisters. Nicole reported
having a strong girlfriend network of about six girlfriends with whom she was very close.
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Nicole stated, "It is just hard to imagine my life without my girlfriends." Nicole was
always busy being active in politics, running her businesses, getting together with
girlfriends, and traveling
Lynette
Lynette was a 60-year-old woman. She lived alone · in a moderately-sized town in
. Tennessee. Lynette was a teacher and also sold real estate on the side. She had been
divorced twice, but her recent husband had died about 5 years earlier. She had one adult
son who had a daughter who was 4 years old. She currently was dating someone, and
they had been seriously involved for 3 years. Lynette's parents were still liYing at the
time· of the·interview, although her father was in poor health. Her parents lived out of .
town, and she spent many weekends traveling to their home and caretaking for them.
. Lynette spent most of her time working, although she said she enjoys spending time with
her significant other, her granddaughter, and her close girlfriends. Her granddaughter had
her .own room in Lynette's home and spent most weekends with Lynette.
Terri
Terri was a 51-year-old woman at the time of the interview. She lived alone in a
moderately-sized town in Tennessee. She worked as a district sales manager for a private
label cosmetic company. Terri had been divorced for five years. She had an adult ·
daughter who was married and had 2 children. She did not live in the same town that her
daughter lived in but visited her often. Terri was also a caretaker, along with her sisters,
for a mother who was ill. Her mother did not live in the same town she did, although her
mother did live.in the same town as her daughter and her family. Terri spoke lovingly
. about her family,: making many references to her sis_ters and her daughter as her best
friends. She had a strong network of girlfriends who had been a great comfort to her
during a recently broken off romantic relationship of 5 years.
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Betsy was a 32-year.;.old woman who was married and had two sons, ages 14 and
4 at the time of the interview. Betsy's 14-year-old son was from a previous marriage. She
l_ived in a moderately-sized town in Tennessee: Betsy was a teacher, and her husband was
a computer programmer. Betsy's parents were divorced and she was very close to her
father. Her mother currently lived out of state, and they had a somewhat strained
relationship at the time of the interview. Betsy's brother, with whom she was very close,
was currently serving in the military and was stationed· in Iraq. She was very engaging
and led an active social life. Betsy had girlfriends that she would get together with on a
regular basis. She enjoyed shopping, reading, watching movies, and spending time with
her family and friends.
Daisy
Daisy was a 45-year-old woman who lived alone in a small university town in ·
Tennessee. She was single and had never been married. Daisy was a professor in higher
education at a small uni�ersity. Daisy and I had worked together on several professional
projects, and I interviewed her and her best friend, Scarlet, for this study. Wherever Oaisy
would go, so would Scarlet, and they were considered by everyone to be a team. Daisy
described their relationship as being like "Lucy and Ethel." A few years ago Daisy and
Scarlet bought some land and built houses next door to each other. They shared an
elaborate dog house for their pets. Daisy played several instruments, gave inspirational
talks, traveled, and enjoyed cooking Cajun dishes.
Scarlet
Scarlet was a 45-year-old woman who lived alone in a small university town in
Tennessee. She was a professor in higher education in a small university. Scarlet was
single and had never been married. Scarlet's best friend was Daisy and she described
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their relationship as "frick-and-frack." Scarlet and Daisy both played musical instruments
and performed at church, civic organizations, and for professional organization meetings.
Scarlet was ·currently writing a book and enjoyed spending time performing, playing with
her dQg, and traveling with Daisy. Scarlet and Daisy lived next door to each other '.
Victoria
Victoria was a 25-year-old woman who lived in a large metropolitan city. She was
. married and had one son who was 4 years old at the time of the interview. Victoria had a .
.
very successful, but demanding career in retail management. She had·an extremely busy
schedule, as did her husband who had just opened his own business. Although she did not
have a lot of free time, she did have some very close relationships with her girlfriends. ·
She enjoyed spending time with her husband, her son, her family, and her girlfriends.
Rhoda
· Rhoda was a 34-year-old woman who lived in moderately sized town in
Tennessee. She was married and had two sons who were 4 and 2 at the time of the
interview. Rhoda sold real estate part-time at her husband's real estate company. She led
an extremely busy life as she was active in her community, assisted her husband in his
cQrnpany, sold real estate part-time, and entertained her family and friends often.
Although Rhoda did not have a best girlfriend at the time of the interview, she did
indicate that she had had close girlfriends 'in the past and that she had remained close
friends with most of them.
Table 1 follows and includes demographic characteristics of the participants in
· this study. Included in Table 1 are the race, marital status, age, and socioeconomic level
(SES) of each of the 10 participants.
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics ofParticipants (N = 10)
Name

Race

Marital Status

Age

SES

Laurie

White

Divorced

55

Retired

Ann

White

Divorced

75

Retired

Nicole

White

Divorced

49

· Professional

Lynette

· White

Widowed

60

Professional

Terri

White

Divorced

51

Professional

Betsy

White

Married

32

· Professional

Daisy

White

Single

45

Professional

Scarlet

White

Single

45

Professional

Victoria

White

Married

25

Professional

Rhoda

White

Married

34

Professional
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Emergent Themes

There are five overarching themes that emerged from the analysis of the
interviews with this group of women. The first theme focused on beginnings, which
included how first friendships were formed with females in childhood and how
friendships were formed in adulthood. This theme also seemed to suggest there are
differences between acquaintances, close friends, and best friends. The second theme
examined the qualities that are important in forming and maintaining friendships, and
focused on differences that may complement girlfriends and similarities that often were
likened to the choice of girlfriends as a mirror of oneself. The third theme focused on
what friends do with and for their girlfriends. This theme strongly illustrated the
significance and importance of female friendships. The fourth theme centered on the
. magic between girlfriends, the bond or connection that many described as "we just get
each other," and how girlfriends honor these special and magical friendships. The fifth
and last theme focused on what friends don't do within their relationships with their
girlfriends. Included in this theme were spoken and unspoken boundaries that friends
don't cross with each other, hurts, disappointments, and betrayal issues that sometimes
resulted in a break up or ending of the friendship.
Beginnings
It is unclear exactly why and how females forge their first friendships. Goodman

andO'Brien (2000) suggested that Americans have only the one word,friend, to describe
everyone from an acquaintance to their dearest and closest intimates. "It is a word we
have to qualify with · adjectives: school friends, work friends, old friends, casual friends,
good friends" (p. 1 8). Rubin ( 1 985) ·suggested that "friends help us in the lifelong
process of self-development" and form the basis of our first relationships that accompany
us on our journey toward adulthood" (p. 34). "Our friends ease the shifts and changes we
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experience as we live through the various life stages, sharing our experiences, our
thoughts, our fears, our triumphs" (p. 34). For the women in this study that seemed to be
the case.
Girlfriends in Childhood. Beginnings in childhood seemed to forge from a
drawing together, one to another, that took place as two young girls made friends in their
neighborhood, sat next to each other in desks neatly arranged in rows in school, or among
kindred spirits discovered within family members.

My first close friendship was when I was about 5 years old. A new family moved
into a house right behind ours, and they had a little girl exactly my age. She was
very shy, and I was not. We were inseparable until she moved away when we
were 8. I don't think I sought her out to be my friend because I knew anything
about her. I just saw this little girl who was my age, and I wanted a friend. She
was very imaginative. We played and pretended all the time, and we were very
creative together. She was just so much fun!
(Betsy)

My best friend was my next door neighbor. I would say that she had a shy
personality. When you get to know shy people, you almost feel privileged to
know that they talk to you. They're really not shy at all, and it's just a perception
that other people have of them. Our relationship went through different phases.
We both see that friendships aren't that easy to come by so we have a real special
place in our heart for each other now and for that friendship that we had for so
long. (Victoria)
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My first friend was my g·randmother. At a very early age, I · spent a lot of time
with her. I loved her dearly. She used to tell jokes, and she and I were into telling
jokes. Back then the jokes were, well, it didn't take much to be a little off color!
You could just see the mischief in her eyes and hear it in her voice as she would
tell me cute little stories about her life. (l'erri)

I have five sisters, and we were all best friends. I have one sister who is I 4
months apart in age from me so we went to school together. We were inseparable.
· We told people we were twins, and we did everything together. Later in life, I had
a best friend in college. She was probably my first friend outside of my sisters
who·knew everything about me. I think we were truly inseparable. In the end, we
were not best friends, but we are still good friends. (Scarlet)

We were in the second grade together. We played together on the playground. She
was so pretty. I don't know what that has to do with it, but she had just moved
there from another school. I just remember that she was my best friend for 4 or 5
years. (Rhoda)
Girlfriends in Adulthood. Some of these women have entered their adult lives
with their childhood friendships in tow. Others kept in touch with their childhood friends,
and when they are reunited� it seems as though they've never been apart. Rubin (1985)
suggested that maintainirig childhood friendships serves an important psychological
function as these friendships "affirm the continuity of life" (p. 35). Others moved on from
childhood friendships and formed new female friendships in college, work,
neighborhoods, through other important relationships, and within family. One thread that
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I went to a very small elementary school and I had two friends that were real
close. Our lifestyles were the same, and we were all on the same soci9economic
level. We were all poor so we didn't have anything. But we had fun, and I had a
close relationship with both of them. I'm not friends with them now though. They
went their way, and I went mine, and we never did reconnect. Well, we did, but it
wasn't the same. We grew up in different ways. (Nicole)

I think my first friendship was in elementary school. We were in class together
and grew up together. We were best friends all through high school and into
college. We haven't talked to each other in about 3 or 4 years, but when we have
seen one another, we have been able to talk and pick up on one another and
reestablish our friendship. (Lynette)

My childhood friend and I met in the first grade and we're still very, very close.
We don't see each other that much but we are still very close. I can see her once
every six months and it's like we've never been apart. We are real close friends.
(Laurie)

When I was growing up, my best friend was my cousin, and it was almost like we
were sisters. We played together a lot, and I always looked forward to when she
would come over so I would have someone to play with. We're still good friends,
and we talk on the phone together a couple of times a week. She is a person I can
bounce things off of. I can call her when I have a problem and discuss it with her.
(Ann)
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ran true for most all of the women in this study is that it seemed that time spent apart
. from girlfriends was not time lost. Those special friendships seemed to stand the test of
time, and when they were reunited, they seemed to pick up where they had left off years
earlier.

My first close friendship caine about with someone I was doing internship with in
college. She was a close friend who encouraged me to do things and to get
. involved in activities. We just sort of bonded. She was very different than other
people. I didn't feel like I had to prove anything or be anybody special. I guess
part of that was that there was no history with her. I just met her and got to know
her, and we become close. I had always wanted a best friend, and at the time, I
thought she would be my best friend. It didn't tum out that way in the end, but at
that time, I thought she was someone who had the qualities you would want in a
best friend. (Daisy)

I met one of my closest friends at work. I quit work and raised my children, but
when my children were grown, I went back to work where she and I had worked
together years earlier. I contacted her, and we met for lunch and just picked up
like we had never been apart. We became real close friends and moved into the
same neighborhood and built houses right across the street from each other. She
was .there for me, and I was there for her until she passed away last month. (Ann)
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These days my friendships seem to be with people I've worked with and people
I've taught school with. You seem to develop a bond because you have to help
and nurture and depend on others in the teaching profession for support and
guidance. (Lynette)

Some of my best friends today are family members. My daughter is my best
friend, and I have sisters who are my best friends too·. I have a cousin who I
consider to be a best friend. The otper way I've met my friends is through other
long-term relationships. I have one friend, and even though we don't see each
other very often, we don't lose the time we spend apart. We just kind of pick up
where we left off even though it may have been quite some time since we've seen
each other. (Te"i)

My best friend is my cousin's wife. She is the funniest·person on the face of the
earth. It is always fun to be around her because she is just hysterical. She's very
smart, extremely witty, and not just funny but also very clev�r. She's always got
my back in anything. It wouldn't matter what I did wrong; she'd always take my
side. She'll correct me if l need correcting, but if anybody else is against me,
she'll take my side. (Betsy)

Someone at church set the stage and introduced me to my best friend. I don't take
people in readily because of my personafity type. I always had a reserve there.
Immediately I felt this bond there. I felt like I liked her and that we were going to
get along just fine. It was an odd, very unusual sort of thing. When I went over to
her house we started talking about music and things like that and found we had
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similar interests. We both play an instrument, and we got together and had jam
sessions at night� and then our friendship went from there. It was easy. We have
had some very different family experiences, but we-share some common
experiences too. We both came from very poor families, har<:l working manual
laborers. It just kind of all fit right in. (Daisy)

: I had taken a new job and moved to a new town and had been there for 2 years
without a single friend, and I was· miserably lonely. I had family that lived close
by, and I we:t;1t home every weekend. I was miserably alone, and my mom and I
prayed_for a friend. She was new at work, and we sat together one day. I just
. asked her to come over to my house for dinner and a movie. She told me she
needed to go to the mall, and we went together. We've been inseparable since. It
was just that easy. Absolutely there was never any work involved, and there never
has been. I told her my mom and I had prayed her here. It was just destined to
click. (Scarlet)

These .days I have more girlfriends than I've·ever had. That is surprising because I
went through a really tough time when I didn't have any good girlfriends. There
were hundreds of girls in my sorority in college, and I never found a single one
that I connected with. Then, after I got married, it was·the same thing out in the
work force. I finally got a job and found people that I could be friends with. We
had a fun relationship that extended beyond work. Now I have about three or four
good girlfriends that I keep in touch with on a regular basis and I consider them to
be close friends. (Victoria)

· 73

Acquaintances, Close Friends, and Best Friends. The women interviewed seemed
to suggest that there are differences and distinctions between acquaintances, close
friends, and best friends. Rubin described this differ�nce as "friends of the road" and
"friends of the heart" (cited in Goodman & O'Brien, 2000, p. 80). Friends of the road are
girlfriends who pass through your life, and your friendship depends on sharing time and
· place. This type of girlfriend enriches your life, but they are not girlfriends for life. "With
friends of the heart, the connection is more likely to take root around being than doing,
around a sharing of self in ways that can be sustained apart from the accident of
geography or historical moment" (Goodman & O'Brien, 2000, p. 80). This type of
girlfriend is defined most often as being what a best friend is. Apter and Josselson (1998 )
have suggested that women construct different friendships for different reasons and
purposes and that these different friendships are regulated by different rules with each set
of friends--"best friends, good friends, work friends, holiday friends--and each is owed
her special level of confidence, trust, affection" (p.11) "The label 'friend' is a slippery
one" and female friendship ranges from "a deep, abiding love to temporary
companionship, from soul searching intimacy to momentary shared laughter" (Apter &
Josselson, 1998, p; 13).
Block and Greenberg (1985) suggested that women have special-interest friends,
convenience friends, business friends, crisis friends, and intimate friends. It is within
intimate friendships that women "are apt to share their private lives, to celebrate their
joys, and to commiserate over sorrows" (p. 43), They contended that intimate friend·s are
the rarest of all and all the other types of friendships with females pale by comparison.
Apter and Josselson (1998 ) suggested the term best friend implies a friendship with
"additional obligations--and perhaps a greater amount of love--than other friendships" (p.
34). Sometimes a best friend is defined as a friend with whom one shares the most time
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and secrets. "A true best .friend is someone who .is ready to console you when you are
upset, to listen to you when you need to talk, to take your side in any dispute, to try to
meet your needs" (p. 35). The women in this study seemed to agree and confirm that an
implicit expectation for a best friend is that she is there for you and ready to meet any
. need that arises.
You either have to have a tremendous amount in common, or you have to have
experienced hardships together. Or maybe you have some common thing that you
_both care a lot about or something that brought you closer at some point. My best
friend since childhood is one of the few people that know me inside and out. My
; • father was an alcoholic, and · she knew that and understood it. That is a bond that
we share. She overlooked that and didn't think less of me because of it. I felt I
-could tr�ust her. with that situation in my life. She was not judgmental, and that
situation didn't have a negative bearing on our relationship. I guess what
distinguishes a best friend is that you know you can trust them 'Yith your deepest,
darkest secrets. You could trust them with your life. I guess, in a sense, they have
proven themselves worthy of that trust. Being nonjudgmental also goes along with
. _being a best friend. (Laurie)

My closest and dearest friends are people that I enjoy being with. They are fun to
be.with and caring. I am comfortable with them. I am real fond of my very dearest
friends, and my acquaintances are people I enjoy saying hello to and being with
for a few minutes, but I don't care about spending any length of time with them
(Ann)
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I probably have six friends that are very ,;lose friends. I could depend on them
with my life. They are all special, and they are all special in different ways. Your
best friends are the ones you can depend on. They are just like . your mother. If you
need them, they' 11 be there. (Nicole)

I've always heard it said that you can count your.really good friends on one hand,
and I think that's true. I think the women you (orm the deepest relatio�ships with
are the ones you really trust. The ones that ypu really think would take your side
in whatever, and they would not ever_ betray you or would not ever give you up to
anyone else. My best friend is always there when you need her. She may not be
there everyday, and we may not talk or see each other often, but if l need her, .she
would be there. Best friends will make arrangeQJ.ents and do whatever it takes to
be there and support you. (Lynette)

You know I read one time that your best friends are the friends you had in
childhood. I think the meaning in that is that those long-time friendships are inade
when you do a lot of things together and share those firsts. That is true ·of one of
my best girlfriends. We have that bond because we shared our firsts together.
(Teri)

A best friend is always your friend no matter what. Even if you go a month
without talking to each other because life gets busy, you just pick up right where
you were before. She stands by me though everything. She will take up for me,
support me in whatever, and would never turn her back on me for anything.
Women can have many best friends because one is a best friend when it comes to
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certain areas of you life and another is your best friend when it comes to other
areas. I guess if I had to single out just one person, it would be the one that I feel
the most comfortable around. The one that I can be myself with, and when that
friend comes over and there's nothing to do, we can just sit there and watch TV,
and I don't feel like I have to make conversation or be any other person. Also,
knowing that you can trust them is one of the biggest issues. If you tell them
something, they are not going to tell it. (Betsy)

. I think a best friend is an extension of me. She is a person that understands me
totally. I would call on a best friend if l was real sick and needed medicine. That's
not something I would call anybody else to do. It's sort of that feeling that they
are accepting of you. They know what to think about you. They accept you for
who you are. It's like this bond that you can almost read each other's mind. You
know what that person is going to be and what they are going to be thinking. They
are the people that understand you best. My best friend is the only true best friend
that I've ever had. She knows everything about me. She knows more ·about me
than my family. She understands me better than my family does. I have people
who are close friends, I like them, and we do social things together, but they are
not a kindred spirit. There is just not the same connection. Best friends have a
different bond. (Daisy)
One day she called me and told me she had this crazy thing she was dying to tell
somebody. I just knew then that she would be my best friend. I came from dear
sweet friends, and I would say that I have four best friends but only one true
. kindred spirit. I don't call my other friends kindred spirits. They are my best
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friends, but they are from different periods in my life. We laugh a lot. It was very
easy, and I knew it. I knew she was the aµswered prayer. I just knew it. (Scarlet)

For me, an acquaintance is somebody that you enjoy being around and someone
you are interested in. It is someone you interact with socially or professionally. A
close girlfriend is somebody that you share a lot more with. You have a level of
trust, and you can tell that they are someone you want to get to know. The
difference between a close girlfriend and a best girlfriend is the level of trust you
have with that person: You can share more of what is really going on in your life.
You share what you really think about things, and you are not afraid of being
judged. That's the real difference for me. (Victoria)
My best and closest friends are not really around me all the time, but they are
always there in spirit. I know fit any time I could call them, and they will be there.
They will be at my parents' funerals, and they will be there when I need them. I
could go live with any of them if I had too. Th�y are there in a time of need, but
it's not something that I have to maintain on a df!ily basis. Most of them live far
away. My friends that I consider as acquaintances are a little more impersonal.
We have similar interests because we have children who are the same age and
they go to school together, or our husband's play cards together. (Rhoda)

For the women in this study, whether friendships were formed in
childhood or adulthood, th�re seemed to be common threads of connection based
on similar interests and shared activities. In childhood, female friendships often ·
were formed within neighborhoods and school from a desire to find a playmate or
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_friend. �any of the women described taking their childhood friends into
adulthood and l?eing able to reconnect or "pick up where they left off'' with ease
and comfort. Several of the women described family members--cousins, sisters,
and a. grandmother--:-as an important friendship formed early in life. The
importance of �i,scoveri�g a friend and �ealizing · the bond or connection, one to
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another,. seemed to be of significance throughout these women's adulthood.
Common �nterests and.experiences also seemed to play a role in the forming of
friendship for many of the women in this study. For several, the discovery of a

1 . •.

femaJe friend seemed to satisfy a sense of longing for a companion and
-fulfillment that other relationships apparently did not satisfy. There.did seem to be
differences in how acquaintances, close friends, and best friends were defined. A
best friend was defined as someone with whom you feel a connection, a bond, and
. a sense of belonging that one woman (Daisy) described as being "an extension of
. me,." Whereas acquaintances were defined by one woman (Ann) as "people I
enjoy saying hello to . . . but I don't care about spending any length of time with
them." Close friends were defined by one woman (Daisy) as "people I like, and
- we do social things together, but they are not a kindred spirit." In describing their
experiences with �st friends, almost all the women stressed the importance of
trust, s1,1pport, acceptance, and understanding. The significance of talk and self
disclosure. within female friendships was importa11t to all of the women in this
study, as well as was the unconditional acceptance that goes along with sharing
their "deepest, darkest secrets." There also seemed to be an acceptance and

...

understanding present among best friends that resulted in a trust and knowing that
best.friends are not judgmental.
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Qualities for Forming and Maintaining Friends�ips
The second theme focused on the qualities that were important to the women in
this study in selecting a woman with whom to form and maintain a friendship. This theme
reflected difference� that may well complement girlfriends but also reflected similarities
that ·often likened to the choice of girlfriends as a mirror of oneself. All of the women
seemed to �uggest that girlfriends were a choice, unlike kinship bonds that are given at
birth. Whatever qualities or characteristics were noted by the women in this interview, all
of them stressed the value of each other as unique and important individuals.
My best friend has a lot ·of good qualities. She is very outgoing, friendly, sweet,
and she is a caring person. She is also very intelligent and loving. I know she is ·
someone· I can confide in and I know she won't go out and tell everything I say. A
best friend is honest and loyal and someone you can be comfortable with.
.
Someone you really enjoy spending time with and someone you can talk to and
share things with. We share each other's lives. She is like family. (Ann)

- My girlfriends are funny and smart. I can depend on them. They are my rocks.
They are always there for me. They are not self-centered. If I need something,
they will do it, and ifthey can't, they will find somebody that can. The most
important quality, for me, is that they are not self-centered or selfish. There's
nothing worse than a selfish person. You c·an't develop a friendship with someone
who is selfish because they are takers and not givers. ·(Nic�le)

I think trustworthiness, honest, confidenti�lity, and just being able to know that
· ·you can trust that person with your inner-most thoughts and know they are not
80

going to betray you. My b�st friend is very friendly, outgoing, ·supportive, and
1

always eager to help me. She is always there for me. (Lynette)

.... . ,

I thµik loyalty is really import�t to me. My girlfriends know that they can tell me
so�thi_ng that they don't want anyone to know. I want that ·from my friends too. I
&lso !hink I admir� a smile, a twinkl� in someone's eyes, and someone who has
. the ability to laugh at themselves and at situations they find themselv�s in. Life is
t<?ugh, and we �eally need to be able to see the good through the bad, to see and
search for the good side of life. I value someone who doesn't mind sharing about
· th�ir life and someone who is interested in my life. (Te"i) ·

One of my girlfriends is the busiest person I know and she manages it all. I get
overw�elmed just listening to her tell me what all she·has to do. She is very much
a servant. .She can have a million things going on and stilJ show up at church and
cook a meal for everyone or serve at vacation bible school just because she wants .
to serve and believes it is the right thing to do. I also value a good sense of humor.
My best friend and I just get each other. She is fun to be around. You also have to
have_somethi�g in �ommon with them and like to do the same things. Having ·
.. someone you are comfortable with is important too. Comfortable t9 the point that
you can embarrass yourself in front of them and even be them with them and not
say a word, and the atmosphere is still the same. (Betsy)

My best friend is dead-on loyal. I think that is very, very important. I don't think
she ever talks about me behind my back. She will say the same thing to me that
she.would say to you, and that's the way I am. Her loyalty is incredible. I don't
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have to worry that she really doesn't like me or that maybe we are not really
friends. She is dead-on loyal, and that is something I want in myself. She is so
· genuine, the real thing. What you see is what you get. There is no pretense. She is
very trustworthy, and trust is very important in any relationship. She is funny,
caring;and sensitive. She lives her life honorably and is good to everybody she
comes across. I watch how she interacts with other people, and I know that she is
as honest with me as she is with them. She· has a great deal of integrity, and for
me, honor and integrity is key to a friendship. Our friendship is so easy. It's like
being in a room with yourself. We don't have to do anything but be who we are.
There is no desire for me or her to be any different. I like her just as she is, and
she likes me just as I am. (Scarlet)

The truth is to be a true friend you have to pass the test. Not many people pass
that test. I trust 1OOo/� and I believe 100% that my best friend is honest. If she will
say it to you, she will say it to me. It's just a different kind of relationship in that I
don't ever have to worry or be concerned about her. I don't have to worry that she
is going to change her mind about how she views me. Quite frankly; ! don't care
what anybody else thinks. I will ask her what she thinks about things, and she is
the measurement that I guide myself by. She has such a caring attitude. She
understands me on a level that is different than I have ever had with anyone else.
Trust and honesty in friendship is also very important. There is no doubt in my
life that whatever she says to me is something I can bank on. It's justlike taking
money to the bank. It's just how it's going to be. (Daisy)
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�y best friend _is a very analytical thinker. She is very smarfand·has excellent
reasoning skills. I always go to her foi: counsel on what I should do or what I
should s�y to c�rtain people when I have problems. Another quality I admire in
her is her wit. She is hilarious, and I really love-and enjoy that about her. She is
also very stylish. I love fashion, and she is· very ·creative in her dress. Those are
things that I <\Spire to be. She has a big place in her heart for me, and we are very
close. We have tal�ed about how hard it is to find true friendship. It just doesn't
come· along that often. It is hard to find someone with whom you can share life.
You have to take care of your girlfriends and not let life get in the way. It is easy
to jll$t drift apart because you don't get to see each other on a daily basis. She
gives me good advice and· always makes me feel better. She tells me the good
characteristics I have and is an encourager. She builds me up and makes me feel
good about myself. She is always there for me, and I can be real with her.
(Vic(oria)

The people I consider to be my closest girlfriends are ·people that I met by choice
and l�amed things about �hem on my own. My best friends are ·my friends from
college and they are friends I chose on my very own, not because we were thrown
. together because of circumstances. These are girlfriends I chose because of
personal qualities that they posses�ed. I can think of three words that describe all
of them. They are genuine, earnest, and honest. I am always attracted to someone
who is genuine. It's not at all about whether I agree with what they are saying, but
it's that they are genui�e about their feelings or their emotions. (Rhoda)
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Differences that Complement. Sometimes women recognize that they are drawn to
women whom they perceive as different from themselves. Berry and Traeder (1 995) even
suggested that this type of attraction "Qlay be a signal that we are developing a new
aspect of ourselves" (p. 34). Rubin ( 1 98 5) viewed this attraction to someone who is
different from us or from others in our · life as "not the result of some random event or
accidental meeting" (p. 43). Rather, ·she suggested that the attraction to choosing this
girlfriend over others may be the first sign of many selves and "the first glin1.mering that
some part not yet consciously known is ready to emerge" (p. 43).
Sometimes you seek qualities in people that you· admire, or you seek out qualities
in people that you don't have. My two best friends and I are not just alike. There
are things that I admire about them, and they have qualities and talents that I don't
. have. I am attracted to people who are more like me in some ways, but I can also
see that I am drawn to people who do have qualities that I don't have, like people
who are artistic. (Laurie)
Sometimes we are attracted to a person. because they have a quality that we don't
have. If they are very vivacious and outgoing and we are shy, then we may be
attracted to that. I think girlfriends feed off each other. The good in you is brought
out by people you are with. (Terri)
I think you are always drawn to people who are different, people who challenge·
you a little bit. (Betsy)
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· I am in awe of my best friend because she has such an outgoing personality.
Everybody loves her. It doesn't take people but a minute to make a connection
with her. I'm not at all like that, but I so appreciate that in h�r. She has people
skills that are just extraordinary. If I had those skills, I could move mountains
because you can do so much more if you have the ability to relate to people in the
way that she does. (Daisy)
I am really gregarious and outgoing by nature. But if I could only be an
academician like my best friend who is so bright and scholarly. I can lead a team
to great things, but I admire so much more in her. I see all of those wonderful
things, and I'm very happy for her. She's normal, ·but she's so bright and
scholarly in a way that I would love to be. (Scarlet)
I think we pick people that complement us, that are strong in area that we are not
strong in. I've got girlfriends who have very similar' qualities and traits that I do
but I think my best girlfriends definitely have some traits that I don't have .
(Lynette)

I will never measure up to her. She is a wonderful, wonderful Christian, and she is
very knowledgeable in the Bible. She can quote any verse ·of scripture from
memory. When my father was ill, that was very comforting to me. I could go to
her when I didn't know where in the Bible to go or what verse to go to. She could
tell me in an instant. She has such a way of expressing ·herself, and it's very
genteel and very real. She just seems to have that touch to know what to say at the
right time.Of course, honesty and integrity are important qualities. Both of my
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closest friends are the kind of friend that will be there if there is a need. They are
fun to be with and funny, and they are very genuine people. Neither of them are
pretentious in any way, and they qon't try to be somebody that they're not. Most
.of all, I guess that person accepts you for who you are, warts and all, and you can
· be yourself with them (Laurie)
The women that I am closest fiends with and I are nothing alike. They.have
qualities that I don't have, but that works for me. We are more different than
alike. There are many qualities that they have that l don't have, and I respect
those qualities in them. Maybe that is why we were drawn together. (Rhoda)
Similarities: A Mirror of Oneself. It is through our relationships with our

girlfriends that we learn about ourselves. Rubin (l 985) suggested that girlfriends become
for us a "mirror on the self' (p. 40). This she explained as a "learning that coines partly .
at least from who they are, how they respond to us, and what we see reflected in their
eyes" (p. 40). Rubin further explained the concept of friendship as a mirror by suggesting
that "the depth of a friendship--how much it means to us depends, at least in part, upon
how many parts of ourselves a friend sees, shares and validates" (quoted in Berry &
Traeder, 1995, p. 23).
I think you start off a friendship by having an admiration for someone. If you
admire someone because they are pretty, smart, or funny and those are all
characteristics that you want to aspire to have for yourself, you will be drawn to
theni and want to surround yourself with people who have those same traits.
(Victoria)
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I definitely see myself mirrored in all my girlfriends. One of my girlfriends and I
are so alike that people get us confused all the time. People see us, and they call
us by each other's name. We are so much alike that, when we are together, it is
like hearing an echo of yourself. (Terri)

. Some of my best friends are more like I am, and that's· why it's so easy to be
around them. (Betsy)

She is an extension of me because there is someone else out there who truly
understands me, who truly knows what I am and knows what I feel. She reads
things about me. If l feel upset, she's upset, and if l feel happy, she's _happy for
me. Our friendship is a shared thing. It's that extension of yourself that there is
someone else that gets it and knows where you are coming from. (Daisy)'

The qualities for forming and maintaining female friendships identified by the
participants in many ways are the same qualities that are desirable and sought after within
most relationships. All of the women in this study stressed the importance of girlfriends'
loyalty and trustworthiness. Personality traits such as a friend· being . friendly, outgoing,
and funny were also important to many of these women. Several women mentioned the
importance of a friend being interested in them and their lives and having a desire to
share those experiences with them. Some of the women shared how the differences in
personalities within friends actually complemented each other. Many expressed that their
· female friends often were chosen because they had qualities that they respected, admired,
and desired for themselves. Others expressed that it was the similarities in personalities
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that attracted them to a particular friend. Similarities within female friends seemed to
serve as a mirror of oneself that helped to affinn and define one' s identity. These
similarities suggested a comfortableness and an ease that often manifested itself as what
one woman described a friend to be: "an extension of me, someone else who gets it and
knows where you are coming from."
What Friends Do: The Importance of Female Friendship
All of the women interviewed cried tears ofjoy and sadness when they spoke with
me about the importance of their femal� friendships. When asked "What do friends do?"
their responses yielded six sub themes. The talk centered on a sharing of life and
experiences and the importance of "being there �· for each other. Topics of loyalty, trust,
and honesty surfaced, as well as how they see the value of their girlfriends as truth
tellers. Many described their girlfriends as encouragers, supporters, and advisers for
life' s journey. The women also talked about their girlfriends as "being like family " and
I

knowing them "inside and out. " The characteristics of understanding each other and
accepting each other "warts and all " were also of significance.
Sharing ofLife and Experiences: "Being Thfre " for Each Other. Many of the life
experiences these women spoke of were about sharing common, everyday adventures
such as going out to dinner, seeing a movie together, shopping, and talking on the phone.
"The camaraderie and fun of friendship make it a major source of joy. We can get
immersed in it, pulled along by its currents" (Apter & Josselson, 1998, p. 18): Having a
good time together seemed to be of importance in most of these relationships, as well as
was talk between the women. "We talk, therefore we are friends" (Goodman & O'Brien,
2000, p. 37). It didn't seem to matter whether the talk was serious in nature or of funny,
day-to-day events; the importance of talk seemed to be at the core, or essence, of their
friendships.
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T)lese women's stories seemed to agree with Goodman andO'Brien (2000) when they
suggested talk between women is a "dance of mutuality" (p. 43).
We just enjoy talking about things. We enjoy traveling together, and we enjoy
shopping together, and we enjoy just sitting on the porch and visiting together and
eating together. We just have a good time. (Ann)

We shop, go out to eat, go out and have drinks, or we get together with our
husbands and kids and cook out or whatever. A lot of times, we just get together
and sit on one of our back porches and just talk. (Betsy)

My best friends and I talk about our marriages, sex, people we know, .or our work.
We talk about everything, but I guess the things we talk about are the things that
move you into a more personal conversation or deeper friendship. (Rhoda)

For some of the women, the sharing of life's experiences seemed to make a
difference in the way they experience life. The sharing was of broken hearts, hard times,
tough knocks, and memories of bygone days from younger years. This kind of talk
seemed to suggest that it created an understanding and an e�powering of each other, an
understanding that only another woman who had traveled the same road could provide.
· Girlfriends anticipate one another's feelings and may ·begin to predict the other's role in a
situation or her half of the conversation. Judith Jordan called this "anticipatory empathy"
(cited in Goodman & O'Brien; 2000, p. 145). This type of empathy gives women feelings
of understanding and a sense of being un.derstood. "Women's friendships offer the
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experience of talking 'from the heart' and discovering the relief, pleasure, and humor of
someone whom we experience as fundamentally like us sharing experiences and opinions
with us" (Apter & Josselson, 1998, p. 20).
I ended up divorcing, and some of my girlfriends divorced, so we just kind of
depended on each other, and we would get together to play cards or go shopping
· or go partying or whatever, and if they had a date, we just alljoined in. (Nicole)
You pick up little bits and pieces from those relationships. I think that it is a true
friendship when you are able to share what you feel and they can share what they
·. feel. We just have a good time with each other, whatever we are doing. Even
. when things aren't going well, we're supportive of each other. She's just there for
me. I think that's what it's about. It is really love. (Terri)
To share the day-to-day stuff with your children and grandchildren. You know, if
something is bothering me, I don't necessarily share that with him [boyfriend]. I
do share that with my girlfriends; they can emphasize more. They don't think it's
trivial because they've been there an� they've had the same problem (Lynette)
When l'rri around certain girlfriends, you almpst get taken back to that time in .
your . life when you started being friends, and you feel like that old person again.
Life changes; you get married, you have kids, and your life goes in different
directions. If l, get around my girlfriends and we're riding around in the car
together, listening to music and acting silly . an� talking, you feel like you're � 6
again. It's great! It's like an escape from mundane life. They offer an escape into
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a different time and place. (Betsy)
Every one of the 10 women stressed the importance of what they referred to as
friends "being there." Being there sometimes meant being present during hard times or in
a crisis. As Goodman and O'Brien (2000) suggested, "There is nothing that carries the
seal of friendship quite as firmly as being there in crisis (p. 232). Other times, it meant a

.

.

�

.

.

reassurance of knowing that someone was there for them, in good times and in bad times.
Many of these relationships reflected a dependence on each other, although none of the
women interviewed expressed a discomfort with being dependent; rather, it seemed a

.

.

relief and a safe haven for most of them.
I. would never hesitate to call her if I had a need or a particular crisis of some
kind. I could pick up the phone and call her if I h�d a problem or if I was in a
wreck and I needed someone to come sit with me or be with me, or if it was in the
middle of the night and I felt sick. I know I could depend on her to help or to be
there for me. When my father was sick, I would call on my girlfriends because
there were times when I would be so stressed out and it was a very difficult time
for me. He was terminal with cancer, and there were times that he was very
difficult to understand. I felt l�ke he was pushing �e away, and there were things
he wouldn't share with me. I called on my girlfriends j ust to talk, and it would
make things so much clearer for �e. (Lauri_e)

I had an asthma attack and called her one night, and she took me to the hospital.
It' s great to know somebody is there if you need them. I guess I rely a lot on my
friends. (Ann)
91

I probably have six [girlfriends] that · are really close. If l got sick, I could depend
on them to bring me something. If I needed to go somewhere, I could depend on
them for that. I have one friend that, if l needed $50,000, she would give it to me
without even, well, [laughing] she would loan it to me! They are my rocks. They
are just there for me. If l need something, they will do it, and if they can't, they
will find somebody that can do it. They fill that hole. I guess maybe when your
children leave and as you get older well, it bring� feelings to your life. They fill
the emptiness you would have if you didn't have friends--the loneliness: (Nicole)

After the death of my husband, my girlfriends all came. One of them called
Mother and Daddy because I just couldn't do it. They were all right there and just
came through for me. They offered me support, but they also did a lot of other
things for me that I just couldn't think about doing. Your best friends are always
there when you need them. They may not be there everyday. You may not talk or
see each other really often, but if you needed that person, they would be there.
They would make arrangements and do whatever it took to be there and support
you and be there when you needed them, The thing I have found is that those
women wh_o have really_ been close friends witp you, they will keep reentering
your life. You do reconnect_ at times when you need each other or are seeking
each other out at different points in your life. (Lynette)
I think _maybe a metaphor for our friendship is swimming. I taught Daisy to swim.
She never knew how to swim. We woulp go to these places that had pools, and
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she would wade up to her ankles and that was it. I told her she needed to swim
because I didn't want to lose her beca11se she might drown, and if we go on some
kind of cruise and she might . take me down with her because I would be trying to
save her. I forced her as an adult to learn how to swim. She. was so embarrassed,
but she can swim now. I think that metaphor is that we hold each other up. We
teach one another to float so that one of us doesn't drown. (Scarlet)
On� of my best friends didn't keep a confidence that I shared with her about
.s�ething that was very personal. I'd say that she revealed a crisis that I was
having in my life. When that all came out, several of my girlfriends helped me .
through it. They all handled it differently. I would say my girlfriend that helped
me. the most was the one thatdidn't say much about it. She never questioned me
about it. She simply said, "I'm here for you." She never, ever responded to me in
a way that made ine feel like she judged me or was disappointed in me. She was
more concerned and worried about me. (Betsy)

Girlfriends offer a certain type of understanding that is only possible from a
female perspective. It is the sympathy, empathy, and a willingness to try and
understand. Y_ou don't necessarily want someone to solve the problem or crisis for
you. For me, I just need a place to . talk about it. I need someo�e who will
understand and say they are sorry that this has happened to me. I think that is a
big difference is female friendships and relationships with males. My experience
has been that men want to try and solve problems for you or just take care of it. I
. '
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know deep down, and most other women do too, exactly what I need to do to fix
it if it needs attention. I just want someone to share it with. I just want someone to
say they understand where l'm coming fropl. (Daisy)

The minute a crisis happens, my best friend is the first person I call, and the
second person is my mother. My family knew me as a little child, and some of the
traits I had then I have long rejected. My family still encumbers them. The true
response to a crisis is the one that I can get from her. My family is different, and
things are burdened in a different way. I love the way that we've shared the
journey of life forever with our siblings, but they burden things in a different way.
. They know me, but she really knows me. She is someone I just tum to. She is
there for me, and she will always hear me out. (Scarlet)

My best friend's sister died when we were in high school. That was a big, big
crisis for both of us. We reached out and turned to each other a lot. My best friend
now and I have been through a roller coaster together in our friendship. Both ofus
are trying to get adjusted to coming into our own and becoming the women that
God made us, and together we are trying to understand what that means and how
that works. My friendships with my girlfriends are so super different than my
relationship with my husband. Men have a tendency to think we should pull
ourselves up by the bootstraps and get over it. They think everybody feels the
same way and nobody is happy all the time. Women are a lot deeper than that, and
there is more to the story than just check it off and get over it or do something
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about it or just quit your job if you don't like it. Men just want .to nip it. Women
understand that it's not that you're looking for a solution but that you are just
looking to get through it and feel better. My best friend has always been super
encouraging to me, and she is someone who, I can tell, genuinely loves me and
. wants g�od things for me. She is someone who has been able to speak into my life
and help me realize that you can't make everybody happy all the time and it can
make you miserable trying. Also with my mom and my grandmother, if I call
. them with a crisis or a problem, it is not about fixing the problem, it is about
fixing me. (Victoria)

When I think of my friends being there for me, I think that would mean physically
going to a girlfriend and staying there. It would create a feeling of safety. If my
parents were not here, I know that I have girlfriends who would be there for me. I
know that I could go and live with them if I had to. I could find security and
safety with them. (Rhoda)

Trust,Honesty, and Loyalty. I asked the women I interviewed about the
importance of loyalty in a friend. "Do you expect a friend to be loyal? What does loyalty
in female friendship look like to you? How do you experience that?" Talk of loyalty
almost always brought up _the equal importance of honesty and trust. One woman talked
of her girlfriends having to "pass the test." One spoke of loyalty and honesty as being
part of her girlfriend's credibility. A comfortableness seemed to be important, a ·
comfortableness of knowing you could share confidences, secrets, or life events and
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know without a doubt that your girlfriend will be loyal to you and to your friendship and
be there "at the end of the day." Goodman and O'Brien (2000) suggested that this baring
of the soul, this sharing of deep, dark secrets seems to lighten with the knowledge of
acceptance, one girlfriend to another.

A big part of being loyal to me, and I've shared this with my girlfriends, if I do
share something in confidence that's going on in my family or in my marriage, at
the end of the day I'm still married, and I want you to want me to be still married.
I don't want you to be so proVictoria that you're anti my family or my
relationships just because you love me or want to take care of me because I want
somebody that will help me, who is pro Victoria and her family. (Victoria)

[My girlfriend is] someone you can confide in and know they won't go �ut and
tell everything you said. Someone who is honest and loyal, and somebody you are
comfortable to be with. (Ann)

�he truth is, for true friends, you have to pass the test. Not very many people pass
that test. It's like I trust 100%. I believe 100% that she is honest. If she will say it
to you, she will say it to me. I don't have to worry or be concerned. I have the
Cajun thing. When I put an X on you, that's it! I don't . have to worry that she is
going to change her mind about how she views me. It's a total, complete sort of
trust, a coexistence in a way that is different i� that I don't ever have to be
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con�emed or doubt. There is no doubt in my life that whatever she has said to me
I can believe and bank on. It's like taking money to the battle That is just how it's
going to be. (Daisy)

She's dead-on loyal. I think that is very, very important I don't think she ever
talks about me behind my back. She doesn't act ugly to me. She will say the same
thing to me that she would say to you about me. That's the way I am. I mean, that
loyalty is incredible. (Scarlet)

I guess it's probably that you can trust those people with your deepest, darkest
secrets. You could trust them with your life because you know, _I guess in a sense
they have proven themselves maybe worthy of that trust. (Laurie)
If you are going to be confiding in your girlfriends, you've got to make sure that
they don't repeat, even if they get mad at you. That they're not going to repeat
and do damage to you. (Nicole)

Loyalty also was expressed in terms of girlfriends defending one another,
standing by one another, and taking up for one another. Berry and Traeder ( 1995) defined
the feeling of loyalty among girlfriends as "there's nothing that warms the heart more
than knowing you have a loyal friend, someone who will stand by you no matter what"
(p. 76).
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I think loyalty is being there when you need them. It is being truthful and honest. I
think it is taking your side, maybe when you're not in a favorable light. I think
loyalty is sharing your side of that. They would take your side in whatever, would
not ever betray you or woul� not ever give you up to anyone else. (Lynette)
They're your friend no matter what. Even if you go a month without talking to
each other because life gets busy, you just pick up right where you were before.
She just stands by me through everything, will take up for me, support me in
whatever, and she would never tum her back on me for anything. She's got my
back in anything. It wouldn't matter what I did wrong, she'd take my side. She'll
correct me if I need correcting, but if anybody else is against me, she'll take my
side. If she doesn't agree with something I've said or some idea I have, she will
tell me about it. She won't hesitate or worry that she'll hurt my feelings. (Betsy)
I think a big part of it is that they take up for me, maybe defend me when
someone takes me wrong or doesn't like me or wants to wish ill will towards me
or hurt me in any way. That they would stand their ground and say, "These are the
good characteristics in her, and you're not seeing those clearly." (Victoria)

Truth Tellers. There are times when girlfriends are called on to be truth tellers.
Berry and Traeder ( 1 995) suggested that "every woman needs a truth teller, and every
relationship, in order to survive, requires that the truth be told" (p. 82). I asked the
women in this study if they had a girlfriend who was a truth teller. They echoed the
importance of what it means to tell the truth to each otper and to be honest
•
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with each other. Sometimes being a truth teller meant offering each other a reality check
to keep life in perspective. Being a truth teller,.for the women in this study, meant being
honest and speaking the truth with the best interest of your girlfriend at heart.
Berry and Traeder (1995) defined truth telling between girlfriends as: ·

girlfriends can tell you if your hair is bad or if your boyfriend lied to you. The
interesting thing- is, so can your worst enemy. The difference is that your
girlfriend does not relish in it, and you just know that in your bones (p. 86).
One of the most important things to me is that my girlfriends are honest with me
when I ask their opinion about something. The other type of honesty that is
important is knowing that you can trust them with your life and they. would never
do anything to harm you intentionally in anyway, or they would never take
anything from you. (Laurie)

If I want to know something, I will ask my girlfriend, and she will tell me how
she feels about it, and I value that. That is good because I need other people's
opinions. I'm glad she is honest and will tell me how she feels about things. I like
having a truth teller as a friend. I think that is a trait that I really admire in her.
(Ann)

All of my girlfriends are truth tellers. They might not all want to hear the truth
sometimes, but I think we are all pretty honest with each other. If I had a dress on
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that didn't look good, they might tell me it_ did, or I might do the same for them to
keep from hurting their feelings. But I wouldn't let them go out in something that
looked awful! (Nicole)

Telling the truth doesn't necessarily mean that you just sit by and say nothing if
you don't agree with your girlfriends. If µiy best friend doesn't agree with me
about something I've said or some idea I have, she will tell me about it right off
the bat. She won't hesitate or worry that s�e'1� hurt my feelings. She '11 just tell me
that she doesn't agree with me or she doesn't think that's a good idea. She'll
definitely call me on something if she thinks I'm wrong. (Betsy)

My best friend is from a different area of the country, and she has a different way
of speaking and dealing with people. I am the people pleaser, and she is the
ultimate truth teller. A lot of people don't like that and shy away from her because
of her directness. But, for me, it is refreshing because I am always trying to make
everyone happy and trying tiptoe around people. I am always worried about how I
can say something without hurting someone's feelings. She is just straight up with
people. I have never, ever been a person who is like that. We kind of give and
take from each other. She �as told many people that the thing she likes best about
me is that I've softened her. She has hard eqges sometimes. I find strength in that
,.

.

because she is someone. who can lay it all on the table. I admire that in. her
because she can lay her cards on fhe table and just let it fly! I just can't do that.
(Victoria)
1 00

..

. I. think when.you kno)V that a girlfriend will shoot it straight,. you realize that is

' :

quality to admire. Maybe you might find that offensive in a stranger, �ut that is
quality you admire in a friend. If you ask a girlfriend, she will give you a straight
an�wer so don't ask her if you don't want to hear it. That is the way I am. If one
of my gi�lfriends wants my honest opinion a�ut a relationship, I will offer it if
. . . the circumsta�ces are right. (Rhoda)
.
.
· Encouraging, Supporting, and Advising. Girlfriends support each other and ai:e

encouragers: In times of sadness and stress, girlfriends offer reassurance and support.
Carolyn Heilbrun described friendships among girlfriends that offer comfort, listening,
. affirmation, and support as "societies of consolation" (quoted in Goodman & 0 'Brien,
.
2000,. p. ..71). Berry
and Traeder (1995) suggested that girlfriends need each
other to
...
. .
support and help clarify thinking when they "get muddled in the process of living them
out" (p. 95. In fact, it may very well be that it is in the process of encouraging,
supporting, and advising that girlfriends help make important changes in each other's
'·lives.
I guess it was reassurances that things would be all right. My dad wasn't going to
get well, and I knew that--but that things were going to eventually get better. It
just gave me something to hold onto. She had such a way of expressing herself,
and it's a very genteel, very real way of, well, I'm not good at expressing myself,
but she is, and she could just send me a card and tell me she was thinking about
me, in prayer, and that she knows this is only going to be a temporary thing. I
loved to get cards from her; she just seems to have that touch,' to know what to say
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at the right time. (Laurie)

When I went through my divorce, tµat was a terribly hard time. She was aware of
the situation, she saw it from the very beginning, and she was very encouraging to
me. We would just talk about different things, and she would tell me how she saw
it, maybe differently from how I did because I kept blaming myself for all of it.
(Ann)

I think there is a closeness and a nurturing that goes on there that you can only
have with another woman. I think because we are more emotional than men we
can understand one another's emotions better. I think women understand the type
of support and reinforcement that we need. (Lynette)

I do think that your friends are supposed to support you. When you are in a time
when you don't want to be judged and don't need to be judged, you don't need a
friend who will judge you. (Rhoda)
The women also used the word encouraging in describing how their girlfriends
help make them a better person, a stronger woman, or just show that they believe i� them.
A few of the women even described their best friend as a spiritual advisor. Girlfriends
also were . described as being change agents or, as Goqdman and O'Brien (2000) stated
catalysts for change.
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Over a long life, full of disruptions, stops, and start-ups, friends can be the
collaborators, the instigators who make change possible. They are often the ones
who urge us to take a leap, who jump with us or help-us scramble back up the
other side (p. 71 ).
..

... __

.

'

· She i's the measure�ent that I guide myself hi I think she makes me a better
. . perso�� I think sli�·encourages me to look at circumstances differently, from
another point of view. I've role modeled a lot of the behaviors that she has helped
me to develop and taught me. When I approach people, I don't need to be so
straightforward. I need to u�e the fools that I see her using and learn to get and
share information in a different way. So what she does is help. bring out or
enh�nce the good qualities that I have. I think, because I hang around her, I am a
better communicator than I used to be. I think she has made me better in terms of
being more social or approachable. (Daisy)

I'm going to encourage her, persuade her, whatever I have to do, but that is the
kind of support I like. We don't have to do everything together or be just alike.
We do most everything together, but if one of us has an interest otherwise, that's
.

.

fine. My father was a violent alcoholic, and I struggle with self-esteem. I like
myself, b.ut she helps me see myself in a way that I probably don't sometimes.
She has mad� me better that way. I love to write, but I have a fe�r abou� it. She
tells me I am a great writer. 1�m working on a book right now, and I wanted her to
co-write it with me. She declined because she thinks it's something I should do on
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my own. She just makes me believe I can do it; whether I can or not remains to be
proven. It's that kind of m�lcing the individual stronger because we are a good
team (Scarlet)
I think the difference in a best friend is that they can speak into your life when
you made bad choices, she can tell me. Not many people can tell you that you're
not good at this, or this won't work out for yo'4, or you've got some personal
· issues here that you need to resolve. I think that is a difference because, when
somebody can tell you those things and they re�lly want to help you, it's much
deeper. I seek counsel in iny friendships a lot. I say, "What would you do? What
do you think?" That's how I like to use my friendships, to seek things that I need
that they seem to give me and vice versa. I alw�ys go to her for counsel on what I
should do, what I should say to certain people when I have problems. She always
gives me good advice and makes me feel better. She al�ays tells me the good
characteristics that I have and just is always an encourager. Always builds me up
and makes me feel better. We've been encouragers of one another. And also with
my mom and my grandmother, if l call them with a problem, it's not about fixing
it, it's about fixing me. (Victoria)

As far as enhancing my life, not only my c4ildhood .friend, but my other closest
friend was a big influence in my breaking out to kind of be on my own, so to
speak. She had a big influence with me there, which I am really grateful for, and
that is another part of believing in me that I could do things maybe I was a little
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doubtful that I could do. She has always made me feel that I could do, not to limit
myself, .and that has been a real positive influence on me, and I think that's one
thing that is good about her is _that she, well, gives me a sense of, probably makes
me take a look at myself and push myself probably farther than I would normally,
which is a good thing because I stretch myself some. (Laurie)
.One of my girlfriends has given everything of herseif to her children and her
family. She is the most selfless person I've ever known. She really believes in
putting her family first. I think through her example that she has helped me be a
better person. I don't think I was ever as good a mother as she was. She thought
of her family before she thought of anything else, and she has three wonderful
· children as a result. (Lynette)

I think a big part of my relationships with my girlfriends · and maybe the reason
why I have go!ten so close to two of them is that they are very spiritual and more
developed Christians than I am. They are inore developed spiritually than I am,
and that is something I want to be. They are people who know every story in the
Bible, and they can reference cities, places, and times� They can do all kinds of
things that I can't because I am just not there ·yet. I have gotten closer to them
because they have helped me in my walk. And they have really reached out to me
on that level, to grow me up into a Christian as well as a friend. They have
me:p.tored me in my walk, and I have really gotten closer to them because of that.
(Victoria)

105

One of my girlfriends has been a vt:;,ry big spiritual influence in my life. Seeing
her go from where she was in junior high and hi�h school to where she is now is
amazing. I just appreciate her wisdom. I can go to her for spiritual advice because
she is very grounded in her faith. It encourclges me when I am around her and I
can see the joy in her life. It makes me want to be in the same place. (Betsy)

I think that girlfriends should be u�derstandi:pg, somebody who understands and
encourages you by saying, "this will pass, it will be okay, this is not a big deal and
God has a plan for your life." Girlfriends show lcindness and give you kind words
of encouragement to keep pushing through tough times rather than bringing you
down or making things worse. They remind that it is all perspective. (Rhoda)

Girlfriends also were referred to as advice givers. Many of the women talked
about their girlfriends serving as a sounding board and giving them advice in a way that
other relationships could not offer.
Something will happen, and I will say, "Okay, tell me what your take on this is?
Am I overacting?" It is getting that feedback. I want to immediately after
something happens share it with my girlfri�nds and get their help to put it into
perspective. "I don't want to be a drama queen, but what does this mean to you?"
(Terri)
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The minute a crisis happens, the first person I call is h�r, and the second is my
mother. That's true. We talk about this. My family knew me as a little kid, and so
some of those traits that I've long rejected and no longer carry along with me,
they,encumber me with. So the true response I can get from her. "Am I being
ridiculous? Am I overreacting? Is this a serious problem?" She'll say yes, no,
maybe, whatever� My family is different. It is burdened in a different way. I love
that we've shared forever with our siblings, but they burden it in a different way.
They know me, but she really knows me. (Scarlet)

I think our friendship is so super different than with me and my husband in that
they [husbands] have a tendency to be like "pull yourself up by the bootstraps and
get over it." I think women are deeper than that. It's like there is a lot more to the ·
story than just "check it off and get over it, or do something about it, or quit your
job if you don't like it." They just want to nip it. I think women understand that
it's not that you're looking for a solution; you 're just looking to. get through it.
And also with my mom and my grandmother, ifl call them with a problem, it's
· not about fixing it, it's about fixing me. (Victoria)

I think you grow and change as you get older. All of your girlfriends make you a
better person. °They challenge you and make you think about things. (Nicole)

Like Family and Knowing Me inside and Out. Goodman andO'Brien (2000,

p. 248) called friends "the chosen family," and many of the women interviewed related
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that their friendships with other women mean being "just like family." Even though
society makes a distinction betwee� ''real family" and "chosen family," there were no
such distinctions made when they described as their girlfriends as family.

My other friend that I am so close to, we became friends later, and I think the
thing that probably drew me to her in the begin.11ing was that I worked with her,
and she was, I found out very early, she was just like the mother I never had.
(Laurie)

She's like my family. None of my children live at home. She's sort of, in a way,
and like a daughter to me, I'd say. She's 20 years younger than I am, yet I don't
ever think about that--that she is that much younger than I am. (Ann)

They [My friends] are just like your mother. If you need them, they'll be there for
you. (Nicole)

They can be like a family member because you become so close to one of them
that you share things with them. (Betsy)

I think we were able to just hang out with each other and be there for each other
when we didn't have family, so we became the family that each of us didn't have.
Real friendships you work at. They are like any other relationship. I don't think
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we think of them like that, but we talk to everybody about how you have to work
. �t a marriage or work to be a mother. You have t� w�rk at being a friend too . I
.
think you have to constantly work at a relat.ionship, friendship or not. We take
them for granted and are not respectful. It's its owri living thing too, just like a
marriage or mothering a child. Those are all important, but friendship is equally
important. That's where you go and get relief. ·(Scarlet)

Just like family may mean that your girlfriends know you "inside and out." Rind

(2002) suggested the experience of being known goes to the heart of defining girlfriends;
in- fact, it may be the defining characteristic of a best friend. "Knowing and being known
is a complex, unruly, intractable theme in women's best friendships--but we should
. expect nothing less after recognizing the significance it has in our lives" (Rind, 2002,
p. 143). I b�lieve that the women I interviewed would echo the significance of a best
friend knowing you "inside and out."
She is one of the few people that probably know me inside and out. (Laurie)
It's nice · to have someone who knows you from the time you were small growing
up. She knows all about me, and I know all about her, and it's just a comfortable
feeling. (Ann)

I feel like they really know me. They know me inside and out. They know my
little idiosyncrasies that we all have. We do share that respect. (Terri)
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Understanding and Acceptan:ce: Warts and A ll. Women offer an understanding
of oneself that seems to be different than an understanding in other relationships, maybe
on an even deeper level · than family.
It's like there is someone else out there who truly understands me, who truly
knows what I am. and knows
what I feel. She knows everything about me. She
.
I

knows more about me th_a� my family. Shf! understands me better than my family
does. (Daisy)

Just anytime like when a. day is bad at work and there is somebody that you tell it
to and she doesn't say, "Well, this is what you need to do to fix it." She just says,
"I'm sorry that happened to you." I think somebody hearing it and understanding
it, someone you can �rn to and who is there and will hear. Women are so much
more communicative than men. (Scarlet)

I've been through a lot of emotional things, on an emotional roller coaster with
my best friend. Both of us are trying to get adjusted to really being, co�ing into
your own, coming into the woman God made you and just understanding what
that means and how that works. (Victoria)

Understanding a best friend also means accepting them warts and all. I guess that
person accepts you for who you are, warts and all, and you can be yourself
with t�at person. (Laurie)
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It is just easy. It's just like being iri · a room with ourselves. We don't have to do
anything but be who we are. There is no desire for me or her to be different. I like
her just as she is, and she likes me just as I am. (Scarlet)

The theme of what friends do for and with their gidfriends cle�ly reflected the
significance and· importance of female friendships. All of the wonieri in this study
stressed th�t female friends played a role in sharing· each other's life and �xperiences.
Inherent in these experiences was the talk that female friends engage in with each other.
Many described their girlfriends as being there for them in good times such as on
shopping trips and vacations, and in bad times, such as after a divorce or crisis in life.
Girlfriends help each other out and can be counted on in times of sickness and after the
death of family members. It seemed that female friendship filled a hole of emptiness and
loneliness that many of these women experienced � their lives. These women also
described their female friendships as being someone who helped them "make sense of
. what is happening" in their lives.
The women in this study described loyalty in two ways. Loyalty in the sense of
� being loyal to each other and to the friendship meant not talking about each other behind
their backs and keeping confidences shared. But loyalty also was defined as standing by
one another and taking each other's side in times of stress or conflict. The importance of
telling the truth to each other was also important because many of �hese women used
their girlfriends as a sounding board to hear them out �nd as a way to both get and give
advice. Implicit in telling the truth to e·ach other was the understanding that friends don't
always have to agree with each other, bu� they should "shoot it st�ight."
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All of the women interviewed appreciated the encouragement and support that
their friendships offered. Female friendships were described as offering reassurances and
support in times of sadness and crisis. Friendships also seemed to play an important role
in the knowing that someone else believed in them, helped them with decision making,
and offered strength to each other to keep going, as well as pushing and challenging one
another to become a better person.
Many of these women defined their friends as like family. In fact, many of the
friendships described were family members. Sisters, mothers, and even grandmothers
were among the best friends many of these women had experienced. Friendships were
seen to offer comfort. For example, one woman (Scarlet) described her relationship with
her best friend as being the place "where you go to get relief." Resonating within many of
these friendships was the idea that best friends know all about each other, which often
represented itself in being described as a knowi�g of each other inside and out. This
seemed to suggest that girlfriends not only know about each other's life, but they know
each other's thoughts and feelings as well.
Understanding and acceptance seemed to be a common thread in all of the
interviews, and this seemed to involve both talking and listening. Listening was important
not only in the sense of hearing each other out, but also in the sense of offering
understanding in the form of symp�thy and empathy. Ipiplicit in the type of
understanding offered was an acceptance of each other as one women clarified, "She
accepts me just as I am, warts and all.
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The Magic Between Girlfriends
The magic that happens between girlfriends may be refreshment and
replen��hment of the soul. Berry and Traeder (1 995) suggested that girlfriends can :renew
and rejuvenate each other as well. "Our friends can rejuvenate us by just letting us be, or
· they may drag our tired spirits and bodies, frequently protesting, to a place (physical or
mental) where we will be renewed" (p. 1 13). Whether it is called refreshment,
replenishment,. renewal, or rejuvenation, most of these women did, indeed, believe that
there is a magi_c that exits between girlfriends and that the magic they experience with
th�ir girlfriends is very real.

There is truly magic. There is magic because you know you are a part of each
other. You can just see those sparks fly when girlfriends are together. (Ter.ri)

The magic is truly the memories you have with them. When I'm around certain
friends, I get taken back to that time in my life when we sta�e.d being friends, and
you feel like �hat old person again. Life changes, and you get married and have
kids,. and your life goes in different directions. When I get aro�nd my best friend
and we're riding around in the car together, listening to music, acting silly, and
talking, I fee� like I'm 16 again. It's great! It is like an escape from mundane life.
(Betsy)

There is a magic between girlfriends that is very different. A lot of times now it is
sad to me that I didn't have that in the past. I felt like a piece of me was not
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complete. I felt dissatisfied, and a big story for me was that during the period of
my life when I got married, I really didn't have a best friend to be my maid of
honor. I think that was a sad piece of that day. But at that time in my life, I just
didn't have a best friend. My best friend now and I just get each other. We almost
finish each other's sentences. We get so involved in our conversations and each
other that we almost talk ourselves into sitting down and writing our lives into a
movie. It's like we just keep making eye contact and get each other above and
beyond wherever we are or way beyond whomever else is involved. (Victoria)

I'm not sure what the magic is except we sort of click when we're all together. It
is a great atmosphere. We have a group of nine of us that travel together. We take
weekend get aways, or all go visit someone. It's hard to describe. Everybody
looks so forward to getting together because we just enjoy each other's company.
We laugh, tell jokes, have fun, and catch up on our families. Every one of us is
different; we all represent a different facet of life, and maybe that is what makes it
so good. (Laurie)

A Bond, a Connection: We Just Get Each Other! The magic between girlfriends

inay be the experience of a way of knowing that was best described as a bond or a
connection. One important thing that seemed to resonate within all of the interviews was

a reference to that bond or connection as "we just get each other. " Many of the women
knew instantly upon meeting their best friend that they had found someone with whom
they connected. Goodman and O'Brien (2000) suggesfed this may be explained as the
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. two women feeling truly understood. "When someone doesn't just say 'I know what you
mean' but actually does. When she 'gets' it, and, more to the point, gets you" (p. 27).
As I was speaking about my childhood friends, probably at an early age, we had a
big bond because of some pretty emotional things for me. I share with her a lot of
things in my early childhood. �y father was an alcoholic, and she knew that and
und�rstood that, and I think that is a bond we have because she overlooked that. I
felt I could trust her with that unusual situation in my life. (Laurie)
We just get each other. We" talk to each other. r tind with certain friends you talk a
certain way, talk about certain things, and giggle about certain things that you
wouldn't with other friends. You might talk about other things with other friends.
She and I just get each other. (Betsy)
Immediately I felt this bond there. You almost read each other's mind. You kind
of know what that person is going to be, what they are going to be thinking. You
can kind of read what is going to happen. They are the people that understand you
best. If l feel upset, she' s upset. If l feel happy, she' s happy for me. It's a shared
thing. It's that extension that there is someone else that gets it, that knows where
you are coming from. We figured· out we' re like Lucy and Ethel. If we figure out
how to do things ourselves, we don' t have to ask someone else to do it. We don't
argue, and we work well together. We just figured out we have this flow. It' s
more than I ever thought it _would be in terms of the rewarding relationship. I
mean because I never had the experience. of having someone that close. I see us as
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synergy. We're better than we could be alone. I see our friendship as a team. We
do many workshops and things together, and we each bring qualities to that that
alone we wouldn't have. Together we·bring out things that would never have
happened on their own. I am constantly amazed at how we are sort of connected
at the hip. (Daisy)
I always felt like there was a connection. My mom and I had prayed for. a friend.
Maybe God did choose her because I prayed so hard. It was just destined to click.
We are like frick-and-frack. While we are best friends, inseparable, connected,
wha.tever, we respect the other person's right to decide her own decisions. There
is a mutual respect that she has a right to her opinion, I have the right to mine, and
we somehow come to the middle. It's a nice place to meet. (Scarlet)

We get each other. We almost finish each other's sentences. We get so involved
. in whatever conversation that we're having that we almost talk ourselves up into
sitting down and writing this into a movie. It's like we just keep connecting,
making eye contact, and just keep laughing and talking and just really getting
each other above and beyond wherever we are or beyond whomever else is
involved. We just got it; we both just got it, we were both on the same page.
(Victoria)
Honoring Our Girlfriends and Our Friendships. Throughout this study, the
women I interviewed spoke of their female friendships in a way that suggested that
finding a friendship is one oflife's most satisfyipg gifts. Goodman and O'Brien (2000)
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agreed with this notion when they wrote, "It takes time and focus, and it is frequently a
juggling act, but in a world of so many tumultuous transitions, it can be a sustaining
pleasure of surprising force" (p. 263). The authors used the metaphor of a marathon to
explain the importance of long-term friendships as women talk, laugh, help, .and support
each other and cover miles of shared history. Honoring girlfriends and these important
friendships is also an important part of those relationships. I asked the women I
interviewed how they honored their girlfriends and their friendships. The women spoke
of sharing good times and of the importance of being there for each other. They also
spoke of having to work at sustaining those valuable friendships and the need for being
thoughtful and nurturing. Many of the women spoke of ways they honor their friendships
by speaking highly of their girlfriends, keeping their secrets, and not being judgmental.
But of more significance was the thread of the comfort girlfriends provide by completing
their lives and providing them a safe haven where many of these women go to get relief
from the stress and strain of life. "Women and friendship, it's about being stronger
together than alone. It's about shared history, laughter, courage, and consolation. It's
about being together for the long run" (Goodman & O'Brien, 2000, p. 287).

Women friendships are very important. That's one of the most important things in
life to me because we share so much and have such a good time. I value my
friends and am thankful for them. I am thankful for my long-time friends and my
new friends. I think friends are wonderful to have. They are a comfort to me, and
I can't imagine what the world would be like without girlfriends. I have no
children or grandchildren who live at home, and I rely a lot on my friends. (Ann)
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You need to be careful and thoughtful and as m�rturing with your girlfriends as
you can. Girlfriends can be really honest and point out things that are wrong, but I
think it is important to think the situation over before you act, realizing how
important that person is in your life. You need to be careful and thoughtful not to
damage that relationship in anywijy. Not so much that it makes you on edge but to
always treat them the way you would want to be treated. (Lynette)

You hear when you grow up that you are lucky if you can count your true friends
on your hands and probably just on one hand. When you are in school and have so
many friends, you think everyone is your ·great friend. You really find out who
· your friends are over time. They are the ones who walk through stuff with you.
They are there for you; they take care of you or your kids when they are sick.
(Betsy)

I think one of the important things about having girlfriends 1s that you work at
those relationships. They are like any other relationship. I don't think we think of
them like that, but we talk about how you have to work at a marriage or work at
being a mother. You have to work at being a friend too. You have to constantly
work at any relationship. We take them for granted sometimes. The biggest
jeopardy in being able to keep your friends is to start taking them totally for
granted and not respecting them. Friendships are there own living thing, just like a
marriage or mothering a child. Those are all important relationships, but
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friendship is equally as important. Friendships are where we go and get relief.
(Scarlet)

I always wanted � best friend and a sister, and I got them both together. It's more
, than I ever thought it would be in terms of a rewarding relationship. I never had
the experience of having someone that close. I see us .as synergy. We're better
than we could be alone. I see our friendship as a team. We do so many workshops
and things together, and we each bring qualities that we wouldn't have alone.
Together we bring out things that would have never happened on their own. I am
constantly amazed at how we are sort of connected at the hip. (Daisy)

. If. you ask me at any given time, I can tell you all the great things about the
girlfriends that I care about and all of their great characteristics. I speak highly of
them, and if anybody asks me who the most talented person I know is, I would tell
them it is my best friend. Another way I honor my friendships is that I keep their
secrets. I keep personal things personal. I also try to reach out to my girlfriends
and talk to them every couple of days. Every time I get a chance, I get them a
card, a present, or share some encouraging words. I think girlfriends really look
out for one another's best interests and love one another. It's deeper than, well
different than a relationship between a man and a woman who love each other. It
is. similar in that you take care of each other, but you may not live together. You
look out for each other. The biggest thing about my girlfriends is that they hear
m� out without judgment and with me knowing that they are not going to use my
119

admissions to hurt me or throw things back up to me. Everything th�t I can say
that I've done to honor my gir�friends is to build them up and say good things
about them, even when other people nay-say them. It's hard when you don't have
friendships with other women, and it is a very lucky thing to find that. There is a
lot you want to share with your girlfriends, and there is only so much you can get
from a relationship with a mal�. There are just some things you can get from other
women that you can't get from men. Maybe it�s that we all think alike and,
· because we are all the same animal, we jqst get each other more·. Women are
alike, so having a special relationship with other women is just very important. It
helps complete our lives. (Victoria)

One of my best friend's parents passed away within about a year and a half of
each other. I went to Knoxville, and I made sure I was there at their funerals. At a
time like that, I really felt like it was important to be there. It was an important
time for her. My best friends all came to my wedding, and we were all at each
other's weddings. So, I guess we honor each other by being there for important
times in each other's lives. Even if we don't make a point to get together often,
we honor our friendship by dropping wha� we are doing and making sure that we
are there at important times and places. (Rhoda)

The women in this study agreed with the literature on female friendships that
suggested that there is a kind of magic in female friendship .. This magic was described as
"sparks flying" and a clicking or connection that resulted in a special bond between
girlfriends. Several of the women in this study suggested that the magic of connection
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comes from shared memories that provide "an escape from mundane life." Some of the
women suggested that maintaining friendship requires the same commitment and work
that other important relationships do. Almost all of the women suggested that their
� .girlfriends help complete their liv.es and that these relationships filled a void of emptiness
t�at they felt before the f�endship. All. of the women spoke of the importance of honoring
girlfriends and the friendship itself and 'that manifested itself in thought, word, and deed.
•

•
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What Friends Shouldn't Do: Boundaries and Betrayals
The women I interviewed were asked to talk about their experiences with the
often unspeakable aspect of female friendships. While most of the talk about girlfriends
seemed fo·focus on the importance and value of female friendships, the topic of
boundaries and betrayals never surfaced without discomfort and tears. Yager (2002)
contended that "too little attention has been paid to the notion that negative friendships
can wreak havoc" in a woman's life (p. 1). Yager believed that the "pro-friendship" tone
in research on female friendships has perpetuated a myth of female friendship that is
somewhat unrealistic for many women.
Boundaries. While all of the women I interviewed spoke of their girlfriends in
loving ways, many of them also described the boundaries, spoken or unspoken, that exist
with their girlfriends.
One boundary that we don't cross is to delve into each other's financial situations.
I'd say people's financial situations are out of bounds. We never ask . personal·
questions like that. There are just certain questions you don't ask people. If they
.want to bring it up and discuss it, then that's a different matter. (Ann)
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I don't want the intimate details of anyone' s sex life or relationship. I feel very
uncomfortable with that. I just do not want to know that. They don't need to know
every one of the in' s and out's of my relationships. (Lynette)

There are friendships that I have, close personal friendships that I have pursued
even further by getting closer to them. And there have been those ah-ha moments
when I have backed· away from that, realizing that this person maybe have a little
more of their own best interests at heart or may have shown you a side or hurt you
or said things to you that made you think, you know, that maybe you j ust wanted
someone to listen to you, but you don't want to listen to me. Maybe you are just
an information seeker on me, and· you're going to tum around and use that
information on me at a later time. But they don't pretend that everything is okay
with someone else and be passive with them. You don't let them keep making bad
choices. You have an obligation if you love someone and you are trying to take
care of them to look for opportunities to speak into their lives in certain situations
like if they are making bad choices with men or alcohol or whatever it may be. At
the end of the day, you can make all the bad choices in the world, but that's okay.
You still have me to be a caretaker and to love you and to help you through your
mistakes because we all make mistakes. (Victoria)
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She would never turn her back on me for anything. I'd like to say that they don't
. hurt each other, but they always do. They shouldn't. They shouldn't step on each
other's toes or hurt each other's feelings. They shouldn't betray one another or let
each other down. You just don't turn on each other. (Betsy)
"
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.

.. "

Some of the_ women talked about the boundaries that exist in their relationships

. with the men in their lives--seemingly a boundary that was important to many of them.
.
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.
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Oh; yeah, there are boundaries. There are boundaries in everything in life because
there are rules you have to go by. Gossip. You can talk. There is a difference in
gossiping and discussing. You shouldn't gossip to other people about your
friends. That would be another boundary you shouldn't cross. And I guess men.
The men more than anything else. If you can't trust them around your boyfriend,
that's not good. (Nicole)"

I think with a girlfriend there are certain boundaries that are there. You don't flirt
with your girlfriend's boyfriends. That is something you just don't do, for
friendship. (Terri)

Everybody has boundaries in relationships. I think you know what your limits are
with your friend's spouses and are careful not to cross the line. It's okay to flirt a
little bit, but you know your boundaries. You respect each other's marriages. I do
have some friends that run around together, and sometimes it looks a little bit
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dangerous, maybe that they are together too much. The opposite sex can
sometimes get too close. I would never want any of my friends to feel threatened.
There is just a line you don't cross. (Betsy)
Betrayals. The women in this study seemed to feel there are some things that

friends just don't do. This talk often center�d on betrayal of one kind or another.
Sometimes it involved betrayal of confidences. Betrayal in friendship was hard for these
women to talk about, yet it was an aspect of fetllale friendship that many of these women
had experienced first hand. Goodman and O'Brien (2000) called betrayal among
girlfriends a ''terminal disease of any friendship" (p. 162). Yager (2000) defined betrayal
as "when a friend, whom you counted on for support, love, affection, trust, loyalty,
camaraderie, or respect has somehow destroyed your trust" (p. 6}. Apter and Josselson
(1998) described a woman's experience of betrayal as "much worse than being stripped
naked. It is more like being skinned alive" (p. 149). Block and Greenberg (1985) also
described a woman's experience of betrayal by a girlfriend. "Betrayed isn't a strong
enough word for how I felt. Knifed in the back is more like it" (p. 240).
Sometimes . the talk of things friends shouldn't do involved incidents in their
friendships when they felt hurt or disappointed in their girlfriends. And, on some
occasions, it resulted in the loss of a close girlfriend. Goodman and O'Brien (2000)
explained the volatile nature of girlfriends as follows: "The voluntary nature. of
friendship--one of its greatest strengths--is also a weakness. We can 'choose' to leave.
We can 'choose' to end old friendships as well as make new ones" (p. 135). This issue of
· choice suggests how precarious the safe harbor of friendship very well may be. "Because
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friendship is suppos�d to be unconditio�al, a free gift of the spirit, its violation is all the
more unbearable" (Atwood as cited in Goodman & O'Brien, 2000, p. 180). Offill and
Schappell (2005) referred to loss of a fri�ndship as being a_ strange sort of heartbreak
"nearly as painful as a bitter divorce or death" and the stories of ''the friend who got
away" as being rarely discussed, even in the tell-all society in which we live (p. xiii).

Friends don't betray confidences, friends don't undermine each other, and friends
don't criticize you just to be criticizing. They might offer some advice, but friends
don't j udge you unj ustly. They don't, well, they just don't betray you. (Ann)

They would take your side in whatever, would not ever betray you or would not
ever give you up to anyone else. Once, in college--well; it was over a boy I had
been dating for some time and then, you know, they started dating immediately
after he and I broke up, and she and I weren't friends anymore. It was hurting, an
act of betrayal. She even borrowed my clothes to wear, which really took nerve. It
was also an eye opening experience. That was not an act. of friendship. (Lynette)
I have the Cajun thing. When I put a hex on you, that's it. I'll still relate to you,
but it will never be the same. A former friend of mine was getting married to
som�one I had never met. She called and asked if I would sing at their wedding
and serve. I said yes. !�formation kind of came and went, and less came, no
details, not . things I really needed to know. I buy this plane ticket to go to this
weddJng, and she calls off the wedding the day b�fore. I tried to call and talk, and
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I was never able to get anyone to answer the phone. Never a call to say "I'm
sorry," not a word. So I said, "Okay, that's it. You've got to go on." She got the
hex. I felt really used. That's the bottom line. We don't talk to each other. I don't
think she read that situation the way I did. (Daisy)

I had a friendship that something happened a� 1--well, after that I could never
share my deepest thoughts with her. Yes, I was hurt. I was more hurt than angry. I
was hurt first of all that somebody else knew what I was going through. I was just
hurt so much of my life. This was something that was just very important to me. I
felt like she had betrayed me. I was just hurt because I lost that very good
friendship. (Te"i)

It felt awful, hurtful--why all of a sudden? She was the person I went to because I
thought she would be the least likely one to judge me because of the things that
she's done in her life, in her past. I've been there with her through all of them.
I've stuck up for her when people have talked about her, and she's been in some
very, very low points in her life, and I never told things on her. So, I was
absolutely--well, I was very disappointed. (Betsy)
When I had thyroid cancer, I asked her to come to the hospital to pick me up. All
of my other friends were working, and she wasn't working. She was going to be
20 miles away from the hospital, and she wouldn't pick me up. But she was my
friend, supposedly, for 20 years. And then it was 6 days before I heard from her.
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But then, when she goes through her divorce, she wants me to take sides, and I
can't take sides between her and her husband because I'm friends with both of
them. And then she says, "Why are you acting like this?" and I said, "You're not
my friend." She wasn't my true friend. (Nicole)

I am sure, that with most people, betrayals between girlfriends are one of the
worse things. If you tell someone your feelings, you feel vulnerable or you may
feel ashamed, and you want that kept between the two of you. There are just no
words to describe how it feels to be betrayed. I don't know the words for it. It just
hurts. I can't put a name on that feeling other than hurt. It's like when you have
had someone in your comer and they do something to you. You feel like "Now
where do I go?" I guess that is when you learn that you are really the only person
you can rely on. I have had that experience, and I don'dike it. Maybe that's why
I'm not close to a lot of people. (Rhoda)

The women in this study suggested that there are indeed things friends shouldn't
do within the bonds of friendships. Many of the women described the issue of boundaries
within friendship was one area of friendship that involved both spoken and unspoken
rules. Finances, sharing intimate details of one's sex life, gossiping, and interfering with
the men in each other's lives were among the issues that were described as off limits.
Many of the women were able to pinpoint specific incidents where they had felt hurt and
disappointed by their girlfriends. When I asked about issues of betrayal, many of the
women were simply unable or unwilling to discuss this with me. The ones who did
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describe betrayal by a girlfriend spoke of a girlfriend betraying a confidence that resulted
in a closing off or ending their friendship. All of the women who spoke to me about
betrayal issues shed tears of sadness, which sometimes resulted in them asking me for a
break in the interview until they could gain their composure. It seemed that disclosing
such events in their friendships opened up areas of vulnerability that, when exposed, was
very painful and often too much to bear. And that pain often ended in the break up or
termination of the friendship.
Summary
The words, the laughter, the tears, and the love with which the women I ·
interviewed expressed their feelings about their female friendships suggest that the fabric
of friendship is, indeed, woven of many threads. Rubin (1985) suggested friendship may
be a ''tapestry --a cloth woven together of a variety of different threads, each blending
into the whole while also recognizable as a distinct and separate part" (p. 49). It is
complicated to try to understand how some women seem to have the bond or connection
with someone, and others have experienced the hurt, disappointment, or betrayal by
someone they thought was loyal and trustworthy and would be there for them. What is
clear is that, for whatever female friendship does or doesn't do, it plays a significant role
in the meaning a woman has for herself and her life. It is not hard to understand what Eng
(2004) meant when she wrote, "Female friendships must be the most oversimplified,
trivialized, und�rappreciated, and misunderstood of all relationships" (p. viii).
. The themes that emerged in this study seem to suggest a balance of sorts t,iat is
needed in a female friendship. On the one hand, the importance of female friendships is
expressed by a sharing of life and e�periences; a "being there;" a presence of loyalty,
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trust, and honesty that represents itself in being an encourager, a supporter, and an
advisor. The women in this study talked of an understanding and acceptance of each
other that r�sulted in someone knowing them "inside and outt and they referred to close
women fri�nds as being "like family." Resonating througho:ut the interviews was a
reference to that bond or connection that, simply put, meant "we just get each other."
Ot1 the other hand was the definite presence of both spoken and unspoken
boundaries. These women suggested there are clearly things that friends shouldn't do.
This talk often centered on betrayal of one kind or another. Sometimes it involved the
betrayal of confidences. Sometimes it involved incidents within friendships that had
caused hurt or disappointment. And on some occasions, it resulted in the end of the
friendship, and the telling of that particular story never failed to bring tears to the eyes of
the tellers. "The safe haven often promised by fpendship is often found and lost" (Apter
& Josselson, 1998, p. 27), and the pain and intensity that accompanied that loss cannot be
overstated.·Yet, to be safe from the betrayal, disappointments, and hurts inflicted by
girlfrieQds, _"we must be alone, but being alone is lonely, and so we seek friends" (p.
174).
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CHAPTER S
DISCUSSION

This project was a phenomenological study focusing on the lived experiences of
women in relational connectedness with other women through their female friendships.
The intent of the study was to explore with women the experience of female friendship
and to understand the meaning of that experience for them. The conclusions that are
presented are a reflection of the experiences shared by the women interviewed. These
conclusions were drawn from the thick, rich descriptions that the women themselves gave
as they attempted to explain the meaning female friendships· have to themselves as
women. It was not my intention to speak for all women and their female friendships.
Rather, it was my intention to share this exploration of 10 women's lived experiences in
an attempt to better understand the importance of female friendships to those women.
Themes
There are five themes that emerged from the analysis of the interviews w�th this
group of 10 women. Each of these five themes included subthemes. The first· theme
focused on beginnings, which included three subthemes: (a) how first friendships were
formed with females in childhood; (b) how friendships are formed in adulthood; and ( c)
differences between acquaintances,' close friends, and best friends. The second theme
examined the qualities that are important in choosing and keeping girlfriends, and this
theme had two subthemes: (a) individual differences that may complement girlfriends
and (b) similarities among girlfriends that may be likened to the choice of girlfriends as a
mirror of oneself. The third theme focused on what girlfriends do with and for their
girlfriends. This theme strongly illustrated the significance and importance of female
friendship. This theme contained six subthemes: (a) sharing life and experiences;
131

(b) trust, honesty, and loyalty; (c) truth tellers; (d) encouraging, supporting, and advising;
(e) like family and knowing me inside and out; and (f) understanding and acceptance.
The fourth theme centered around the magic between girlfriends and included two sub.:.
themes: (a) the bond or connection between girlfriends and (b) honoring girlfriends and
friendships. The fifth and last theme focused on what friends shouldn't do within their
relationship with their girlfriends. Included in this theme were two subthemes: (a) spoken
and unspoken boundaries and (b) betrayal issues of hurt and disappointment.
· The themes that emerged from the analysis of these data can be compiled into two
overarching themes. The first theme focused on the significance and importance of
female friendships, and I will refer to this overarching theme as relational connectedness
in women. Included in this theme are (a) the beginnings of female friendships, (b)
important qualities in girlfriends, (c) what friends do that should be honored and
celebrated, and (d) the magic of female friends. The second overarching theme seemed to
focus on hurts, disappointments, boundary issues, and betrayals. I will refer to this theme
as bumbles, boundaries, and betrayals. Hurts and disappointments that were too much to
bear, crossing boundaries, and betrayal issues often resulted in a break up or ending of
the friendship.
Relational Connectedness in Women : The Significance and Importance of
Girlfriends

The first overarching theme of relational COllllectedness in women contains
aspects of female friendships that contributed to the significance and importance of
girlfriends. Included in this description are beginnings of friendships, qualities for
forming and maintaining friendships, what friends do with and for girlfriends, what
girlfriends do that should be honored and celebrated, and the ·magic that exists between
girlfriends.
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Beginnings. The study started out by exploring the beginnings _and first
connections of female friendships. Beginnings of friendships in childhood seemed to be
forged from a drawing together, one to another that took place as two young girls made
friends in their neighborhood, sat next together in desks neatly arranged in rows in
school, or deyeloped_ from discovering kindred spirits in family members. Among
childhood girlfriends, common int�rests seemed to be the key connection.
Many of the women interviewed described touring their childhood friendships right into
·

. adulthood. Others. kept in touch with their childhood girlfriends throughout the years and
when, on oc�asion, they were reunited, it seemed 3:s though they had never been apart.
: · .This· description of reconnection seemed to illustrate that time spent apart was not time
lost within these friendships. The majority of the women interviewed described the
experience of being reunited with childhood girlfriends as one in which they were.to pick
· up where they· had left off years earlier. These special friendships seemed to suggest that
· . ,femal.e friendships established in childhood often are able to stand the test of time. Others
moved on from childhood friendships and formed new friendships in adulthood through
co�lege,. work, neighborhoods, and from within family. The thread that ran true for all of
the women who participated in this study is that the bond formed within these special
female friendships, · whether formed in childhood or adulthood, significantly contributed
to their lives.
The women in this study seemed to agree with the literature in that differences
and distinctions were described between acquaintances, close friends and best friends. All
. of the. women interviewed could describe a relationship with a female whom they
considered a best friend, · and implicit in all the descriptions were qualities of both
(a).being there for you and (b) willingness and readiness to meet any need that arises.
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Qualities/or Forming and Maintaining Friendships. This study also explored the

qualities these 10 women would finfi desirable in a female friend. Most of the women
described their girlfriends as having qualities that reflected differences that allowed them
to complement each other. A few recognized similarities· in personal qualities that often
were likened to the choice of girlfriends as a mirror of oneself. All of these women
· seemed to suggest that, unlike other kinship bonds, which are given at birth, girlfriends
were a choice. Whatever qualities or characteristics were noted by the women in their
interviews, all of them stressed the value of each other as chosen, unique individuals.
What Friends Do. All of the women interviewed stressed the importance of

sharing life and experiences. Sharing life and experiences seemed to include simply
being there for each other. Sheehy (2000) suggested that a female friendship is both a

personal and a social relationship. Many of the life experiences shared by these women
were stories of common, everyday ·adventures such as going out to dinner, seeing a movie
together, and shopping. Having a good time and enjoying each other was of importance,
as well as was the talk that goes on between women. Berry and Traeder (1995) have
suggested that one of the most powerful ways women help define each other and their
experiences as women is through the simple joy of sharing their stories, one to another. It
seemed, for the women in this study, that it is within the joy of talk that women learn
about relationships and bring meaning to their lives. This mix of give-and-take, talking
and listening, allows women friends to reflect each other endlessly--back and forth, layer
upon layer, weaving the threads that make up the rich tapestry of relational
connectedness.
This sharing of life's adventures and experiences made a difference in the way
each of these women experienced life. The sharing was described as accompanying each
other in day-to-day life events: sharing broken h�arts, hard times, tough knocks, and even
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memories from bygone days from younger years.
Every one of the 10 women stressed the importance of what they referred to as
"being there." Being there sometimes meant being present with you during hard times or
wlten you are in a crisis. There was mention of a girlfriend being there during a divorce
and, for another, the dea�h of her husb�nd. At other times, it meant a reassurance of
knowing that someone was available to them, in bad times and in good times. One
woman expressed that, when you are having a good time with a girlfriend from
childhood, it takes you back to a younger time in your life, and that offers you an escape
into a different time and place. Having someone to share feelings with was important, as
was the empathy that women can express for each other that goes beyond what a
woman's relation�hip with her significant other can provide. Although many of these
relationships reflected a dependence-on each other, none of the women expressed a
. discomfort with that type of dependence; rather it was expressed as a relief� a safe haven;
a place .where., as one woman said, "we go to get relief."
"Being there" meant knowing that there was someone that the women could count
on to help in times of need, such as sickness. Relying on girlfriends, knowing that one
. can depend on them, suggested girlfriends fill a need that precludes loneliness and the
emptiness one would experience once children and other family are no longer available.
-One woman (Scarlet) even used the metaphor of swimming to illustrate the relationship
she has with her best friend by saying that they "hold each other up and teach one another
to float so that one of us doesn't drown."
While being trustworthy, honest, and loyal were all mentioned as important
. qualities in choosing girlfriends, all of the women interviewed also used these words to
· describe the relationship that existed between their girlfriends. Trust, honesty, and loyalty
. were almost, if not always,. brought up in concert with each other.One woman talked of
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her girlfriends "having to pass the test," which meant that, to be loyal, a girlfriend must
be honest and trustworthy. One spoke of the importance of her girlfriends being credible,
which meant that an important part of that credibility was honesty and loyalty.
Comfortableness with that knowledge seemed to be important, which often translated into
knowing that they could share confiderwes, secrets, or life events and know, without a
doubt, that their girlfriends will be loyal to them apd to their friendship. This meant, for
many of the women, that loyalty meant girlfriends keep confidences and sec�ets that are
shared with each other. One woman elaborated further by explaining that loyalty for her
meant that, even if she shared confidences with p er girlfriends about her marriage or her
family, "at the end of the day" she wanted them to still support her being in those familial
relationships
. Loyalty also was expressed in terms of girlfriends defending one another,
standing by one another, and taking up for one another. It seemed important to all of
these women that their girlfriends were able to be honest with them but, atthe same time,
that they were trustworthy enough to be able to be counted on to take their side, stand by
them, and defend them at all costs.
There are times when girlfriends are called on to be truth tellers. The women in
this expressed the importance of what it means to tell the truth to each other and to be
honest with each other. Sometimes, being a truth teller meant offering each other a reality
check in order to keep life in perspective. At other times, it meant being hon,st enough to
speak the truth, keeping the best interest of your girlfriend at heart. Many of the women
spoke of the ability to be a truth teller as a quality that they admire in their girlfriends,
and many of them spoke of their own ability to be a truth teller with equal respect.
Berry and Traeder (2000) noted that listening to and supporting each other is
essential for women to keep their bearings and connection to the unique challenges.of
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womanhood. Girlfriends were described as encouragers, supporters, and advisors. Of
most importance within this issue is that girlfriends offer reassurances and support in
times of sadness and stress. One woman described her friend's encouragement coming in
the form of a card or a thought expressed to her or through prayer. There was reference to
closeness and nurturing that a·woman can have only with another woman because of
· emotional connectedness that allows for a type of support and reinforcement that women
understand their girlfriends need.
The women also used the word encouraging to describe how their girlfriends help
make them a better person, a stronger woman, including by showing them that they
believe in them. Sometimes this encouragement was in prompting them to look at
circumstances differently, from another point of view; One woman described her best
friend as the "measurement that I guide myself by." At other times, it was encouraging a
girlfriend to break out on her own by showing her the support and encouragement she
· needed to believe in herself and stretch herself farther than she previously had thought
possible. Girlfriends were mentioned as being role models by providing an example of
what it meant to be a mother, a friend, and a Christian woman. Two of the women talked
about how their girlfriends served as a spiritual advisor to them.
Using girlfriends as advisors about life situations and problems was a common
thread throughout this study. Many of the women talked about their girlfriends serving as
a sounding board and giving them advice in a way that other relationships could not offer.
Most of the time that role involved hearing them out, in focused · listening that offered a
deep understanding woman-to-woman. One woman suggested that it was "not about
fixing the problem, it was about fixing her." That is, for her, it is not about her girlfriends
providing a solution to the problem; rather, it is about their listening and helping her feel
better about herself.
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Girlfriends were described as being likefampy, and this included girlfriends
knowing them inside and out. Girlfriends were described as being "like a mother,"
"like a daughter," and "like a family member." It seemed there was a closeness that
develops beyond friendship and extends into a feeling of a being related as if by blood.
Perhaps as Rubin (1985) suggested when friends are described as like family the
"metaphor is meant to suggest something about the importance of the relationshi�an
intensity of connection, a s_ense of belonging, of continuity, of security" (p. 18). Often
times female friendship was defined within the context of family as several of the women
described a best friend·as being a sister, a daughter, and a mother. · one woman compared
working on a friendship ·as being equally important to working at being a marriage
partner, a mother, or other important family relationships. Being likefamily may mean
that girlfriends know you inside and out. Within this knowing and being known is the
significance that for some women means knowing them better than anyone else even
family, knows them. In the midst of describing what it means for a girlfriend to know you
inside and out, many of the women stressed the importance of talk and self-disclosure. It
. seemed that, for some of the women in this study, they found it was easier to share parts
of themselves with a friend than with kin. However, the women who did describe an
· experience with a family member as a friend also stressed the importance of talk and self
disclosure within that relationship.'
Tannen ( 1990) claimed women look for an expression of understanding from
other women. Issues of understanding and acceptance were important for the women in
this study. Women offer other women friends an understanding of themselves that seems
to be different than any understanding they find with males or even with other family
members. It is ·a knowing, yet within that knowing comes a deep understanding and an
acceptance. This implies that, even fhough girlfriends· know everything about each other,
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they have an understanding that surpasses all other understanding and offer with that an
acceptance of al\ the good and bad, "warts and all."
Within the discussion about the importance of female friendships is the issue of
there being a bond, a connection, a getting each other that is no� pres_ent in other
relationships. Many of the women explained this as an instant _connection, a knowing
right (rom the beginning that this woman was meant to be her girlfriend. This was further
explained as "getting each other" in a way of b�ing, talking, giggling, and interacti�g that
was unique to that relationship and that relationship alone. It was described by one
woman as a relationship like Lucy and Ethel and by another as frick-and-frack. It was
defined by reading each other's mind, finishing each other sentences, being on the same
page, and "getting each other above and beyond wherever we are or beyond whoever else
i� involved" (Victoria). Such bonds have a somewhat mystical nature that bridges this
theme of what women do for each other in their fri.endships to the fourth theme, the
magic shar�d between girlfriends.
The Magic Between Girlfriends. Much of the literature about female friendships

makes mention, in some way or another, of the magical aspect of female friendships. The
magic between girlfriends has been described in the literature as refreshment,
replenishment, renewal, and rejuvenation. All of the women interviewed could describe
exactly what that magic feels like and how it manifests itself among girlfriends. One
woman described it as "sparks" that fly. Others described it as a sort of "clicking" and a
way of interacting that is very different from other relationships.
Within the discussion about the importance of female friendships is the issue of
t�ere being a, bond, a connection, a getting each other that is not present in other
relationships. Many of the women explained this as an instant connection, a knowing
right from the beginning that this woman was meant to be her girlfriend. This was further
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explained as "getting each other" in a way of being) talking, giggling, and interacting that
was unique to that relationship and that relationship alone, It was described by one
woman as·a relationship like Lucy.and Ethel and by another as frick-and-frack. It was
defined by reading each other's mind, finishing each other sentences, being on the same
page, and "getting each other above and beyond wherever we are or beyond whoever else
is involved" (Victoria). Many of the women in this study described an instant knowing,
upon first meeting, that they had found someone with whom they truly connected.
Throughout this study, the women I interviewed spoke of their girlfriends in a
way that suggested that a female friendship is one of life' s most satisfying and precious
gifts. Each of them spoke of ways they honor each other and, more importantly, their
friendships. I:ri:herent in all of their descriptions were ways of honoring that included
thoughts, words, and deeds.
Bumbles, Boundaries, and Betrayals
The second overarching theme focused on what friends don't do in their
relationships with their girlfriends, and included in this theme were issues of spoken and
unspoken boundaries that friends don't cross. This theme also included issues of betrayal,
which sometimes resulted in a breaking up or ending the friendship.
While all of the women in this study spoke of their girlfriends in loving ways,
inany of them also stated that boundaries, whether spoken or unspoken, exist with their
girlfriends. They referenced boundaries that prohibit crossing into girlfriends' financial
situations and into certain personal aspects such as details of their sex lives. One woman ·
talked about having experiences with certain girlfriends and realizing that these friends
had more of their own best interests at heart, and so she backed off from those
friendships. Others talked of prohibitions against gossiping or talking about each other
· behind their back as a boundary that girlfriends shouldn't cross. Some of the women
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talked about the boundaries that exist in their relationships regarding . the mei:i in their
lives--seemingly a boundary that was important to many of them. Crossing boundaries
regarding men included not being able to trust their girlfriends with their boyfriends, not
,flirting wi�h t�eir �irlfriends' boyfriends, and respecting each other's marriages by not
g�tting to close to t�e spouse in a way that feels threatening to them.
The. women spoke of. the importance of not prete�ding that everything was all
right with t}:leir girlfriends when it wasn't, even to the point of feeling an obligation to not
letting them �ake bad choices. Such pointing out or correcting of a girlfriend's mistakes
, or bad judgments meant being honest, but it also carried with it a love and acceptance
that involved never turning her back on her or committing betrayal.
When talking about things girlfriends shouldn't do, the participants centered what
they were saying on betrayal of one kind or another. Sometimes that involved a betrayal
of confidences, and other times it involved incidents in their friendships whe.n they felt
hurt by or disappointed in their girlfriends. On some occasions, it me�nt that the women
were not able to move on or get past it, and that resulted in the loss of a close girlfriend.
Two of the acts of betrayal mentioned involved relationships with men. One woman
spoke of the ending of a close relationship and was so hurt by it that she could not share
the precipitating incident. In every single case, ·the women who shared these painful
events had tears in their eyes, ranging from tear drops to an all-out wailing and crying.
Friendship is interwoven into the pattern of each woman's life. Whether it is
woven loosely �r with tighter bonds, with rough, tangled thread or with threads
smoother than satin, it most surely influences a woman's perceptions and feelings
about herself and the world. Friendship for women is indeed a powerful tool that,
if used well, can mend grief and strengthen self-esteem, as well as enhance the
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enjoyment of life. (Block & Greenberg, 1985, p. 61)
I believe the two overarching themes of this study represent the precarious
dichotomy of female friendship. On one hand, it was cle�r that the significance and
importance of female friendship manifested itself in rµany threads of relational
connectedness. This theme concurs with Block and Greenberg's (1985) description of
friendship as an important and recurring experience in a woman's. life:
"Any woman who has ever been a friend, wanted a frieqd, or lost or loved a friend
recognizes the. friendship experience as a recurring and significant theme in her life" (p.
44). Friendship experiences that were revealed in the stories of the women in this study
suggested that friendship is of primary importance in the way women make meaning in
their lives through relationships .with other women. I agree with Block and Greenberg's
(1985) description of female friendship:

Friendship is interwoven into the pattern of each woman's life. _Whether it is
woven loosely or with tighter bonds, with rough, tangled thread or with threads
smoother that satin, it most surely influences a woman's perceptions and feelings
about herself and the world. (p. 61)

On the other hand, the overarching theme of bumbles, boundaries, and betrayals
suggests that there is indeed a dark side of female friendship. Some of the women in this
study were able to speak to these issues, and others were not. I was struck by the intensity
of those experiences that were shared, but I was not surprised. The intimacy of female
friendship, much like the intimacy of other relationships, seems to open up areas of
vulnerability that, when exposed, is an experience that sometimes results in the ending of
the friendship.
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Implications/or Women
The women in this study were from different walks of life, and their ages ranged
from 25 to 75 years old. Certainly each of these women had a unique story to tell of
female friendship, and yet; common threads of relational connectedness ran throughout
all of t�e stories. The key truly seems to be connection--a relational bond between
women. The women's . friendships described in this study were varied and seemed to form
a complex fabric woven with many threads of their unique and life-enhancing
relationships.
Women 's Develapment
It is only withi� the last 2 decades that studies of women have placed women's

experiences in the center of the process of understanding women's development. This
study has attempted to add to the existing body of knowledge about how women define
themselves and construct meaning in their lives by placing women's experiences in the
center of the process of understanding women's development. I agree with feminist
· theorists who have suggested that "women's relational. networks may be an important
resource for personal development" (Frantz, Cole, Crosby, & Stewart, 1994, p. 327). I
believe that this study has shown the importance and significance in that claim. I also
believe that this study has fulfilled my hope of adding knowledge about how women
define themselves and construct meaning in theirlives and that,it has much to say about
�omen's development from the perspective of women who have the experience of a
close female friendship. The study defined itself by respectful listening to women's
voices as they described the intimacies of their female friendships. It parallels Gilligan's
(1982) claim that women speak in a different voice that suggests intimacy, physical
proximity, dialogue, and interaction are key to understanding women. The study also
provided an avenue by which women could tell their stories, woman to woman, sharing
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their experiences of female friendshiP. in order that others may understand their own
experiences more fully.
Apter and Josselson (1998) suggested that women's friends reflect who they are.
The mere definition of female friends as a choice, one woman to another, helps a woman
mark her place in the social world and define herself. It is within this experience· that a
woman's sense of value is confirmed--within her ability to have girlfriends to choose
girlfriends, and to be chosen as a girlfriend. Indeed, Rubin (1985) suggested that "our
very sense of ourselves is connected to our ability to negotiate the world of friendship"
(p. 8). The narrative stories of the women who participated in this study seemed to agree
with the notion that women's friends reflect who they are and are an expression of one
person in the context of others. There seemed to be no doubt that all of these women felt .
their female friendships enriched their life experiences. But Apter and Jossleson (1998)
may be correct in suggesting that it may also be that within the choosing of female
friends, one to another, that a painful nature of female friendship rears its ugly head.
Rubin (1985) also suggested that "friends choose to do what kin are obligated to do"
(pp. 22-23) and that is precisely what defines both friendships' strength and its weakness.
So, it is without doubt that a dark side of female friendship also exists and needs to be
explored further.
I believe that this study confirms what is reflected, in part, within the literature on
female friendship. The women in this study seemed to suggest that women provide each
other with a sanctuary or haven _of comfort that only women with shared experiences can
offer each other. They also seemed to confirm that women participate actively in each
other's growth and development as a woman. The female friendships described in this
study suggested that, for the women interviewed, the significance and value of female
friendships is an important bond in human relationships. Personal narratives from the
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women interviewed also confirmed that female friendships seem to be personal and social
relationships with the purpose of human connection at their very heart and that female
, friends do pro'[ide.experiences of crucial connections with others that. foster.their identity
and growth.
C:osgrove and McHugh (2000) echoed others iri their belief that we cannot
accurately understand women's experiences without obtaining beforehand some
understanding of the conditions that have permitted and shaped their experiences. This
study served as a vehicle for these women to tell their stories in order to construct
.knowledge of the shared experience of female friendship. This study is not so much
about the experiences of women with female friendships, or of these experiences, but

. rather it was shaped from within these experiences with female friendships.
It is also imp_ortant to note that adherents �f using a feminist strategy for studying
women's lives caution against studying women's experiences in an attempt to find a
''unified or coh�rent self or voice" (Stewart, 1994, p. 29). I do not suggest that the women
in this study represent one united self or voice but, rather, that their stories help create a
· better understanding of how these women experience female friendships and . make
meaning in thei� lives through relationships with _other women.
From Wish to Reality: The Idealization ofFemale Friendships

Some of the women in this study did seem to have an idealization of their female
friendships. Indeed, I myself in writing this report found myself using language that
smacks-.of it and recognize the irony of that, given my own double-edged experience with
female_ friendships that shone through so clearly during ·my bracketing interview and then
later rereading it after finishing the first draft of this document. Most of them did seem to
put their girlfriends on a pedestal as they described the glowing attributes and
characteristics of their personalities and behaviors. For most of these women, their
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girlfriend's behaviors, which manifested themselves in actions, words, and deeds, did
seem to measure up to the glowing descriptors. Howev�r, for a few, the descriptions of
hurts, disappointments, and betrayals did seem to concur with researchers' warnings
about the unfulfilled promises of female friendship. Overall, I believe, for the women in
this study, the significance and importance of female friendship did seem to outweigh the
heartaches and disappointments they experienced within their female friendships. It may
be that, as women stop idealizing their female friendships and allow themselves to realize
that female friendships are much like other personal and human relationships, full of
bumps in the road, they will come to relish the "experiences of joy and authenticity that
are the 'pure gold' of women's friendships" (Apter & Josselson, 1998, p. 291).
Questions that arise from this study may lead one to conclude that, although there
seems to be a strong desire and need for female friendships, there also is a balance that is
clearly needed but not so clearly defined. So, in order to "keep 'doing friendship',
enjoying it, suffering from it, coming up against the rough edges, stepping back, moving
forward" (Apter & Josselson, 1998, p. 43), that balance must be intricately woven into
the fabric of female friendships. "There is no ready language for the intense and often
baffling experiences that come from the vagaries of girlfriends" (p. 52).
If we recall the pain of disappointment without learning the realities of human
connection, then our past experiences lead to future mistakes. If, instead, we learn from
our experiences with girlfriends to tolerate a range of responses and if we learn that
relationships are never solid rocks but currents whose flow and course vary that we must
learn to negotiate, then we will not �earch for what we can never have, and we will
develop the skills for dealing with what we can and do have (Apter & Josselson, 1998,
p. 57).
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Implications for Research

This study has given many insights into women and their relational connectedness
with other women; additionally, it has contributed a better understanding of the meaning
of female friendships. It has also left me. with questions about the . complexity of the fabric
of female friendships. It is clear that women find relational connectedness with their
female friends and that connectedness contributes significantly to their lives. However, it
is also clear that there is a need for a balance that was precariously described within the
context .of what friends do within a relationship with their girlfriends and what friends
shouldn't do within their friendships. What is most significant is that, in times when
friends crossed boundaries, hurt, or disappointed one another or became involved in an
act of betrayal, these.close friendships sometimes were unable to survive the trauma. This
leaves me curious as to what issues might be involved that allow for the survival of these
seemingly important relationships. Apter and Josselson (1998) likened the intensity of
female friendship to "that of any romance" (p. 20). Perhaps, like is true in other
relationships, the ability to face issues of hurt, disappointment, and betrayal is key to
lasting female friendships.
Issues that merit further exploration might be the circumstance� that surround the
bumbles, boundary issues, and betrayals that occur within female friendships. Some
researchers have referred to female friendships as mysterious.Others have suggested that
female friendship requires reciprocity, a give and take, which is often unstable. I also
question what it is that defines the boundaries that friends shouldn't cross. Are there ·
certain issues, such as keeping confidences, commitments, and trust, that are both spoken
and unspoken within female friendships? Do all females have an understanding of what
those issues are and the boundary lines that they entail? And how are the rules established
regarding what behaviors constitute the crossing of a boundary? Additionally, within
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female friendships, what happens if one friend h?s an understanding of boundaries that
the other friend does not have? How do contradictory notions of what accounts for hurts,
disappointments, crossing of boundaries, and betrayal manifest themselves between
female friends?

.

.

All the women interviewed pointed out the significance and importance of their
· female friendship, which might lead one to conclude that female friendship could be
described as a brimming, gleaming pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. However,
within this study, I found that the women who had experienced hurts, disappointments,
and betrayals with their friendships felt ihese violations were strong enough to shake the
firmest foundation of friendship. Because these friendships were described with so much
pain and anguish, it might lead one to believe that for some female friendship might be
described as a disappointing "crock of shit" at the end of the rainbow. This, for me, calls
into question what cost women are prepared to pay for a close female friendship. How

far are women prepared to go for their girlfriends? Can they really ever live up to the

idealization of a close female friendship? What constitutes being too big a price to pay
for a female friendship? Seeing and hearing the emotional distress and pain of the
women in this study who had experienced hurt, disappointment, and betrayal might make
one skeptical as to the value of female friends, but I believe what was more important
was that these same women talked ·of the joy and meaning their female friendships had in
their lives with the same passion and commitment. Even though many of these women
had ended their relationships with girlfriends who had crossed the line and hurt,
disappointed, and betrayed them, they obviously had sought out other close relationships
with female friends. This suggests that, even though there may be costs involved, women
deem having female friendships worth it in the end. As Robert Frost (1979) so aptly said,
"We sit around in a ring and suppose, but the Secret sits in the middle and knows." The
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�ecret of female friendships may lie somewhere in the middle--neither as an empty,
unfulfilling crock of disappointment at the end of the rainbow nor as a brimming,
glittering pot ofgold at the end of the rainbow. Rather female' friendship may play an
important role in a woman's journey of life that significantly impacts her de:velopment as
�ot� a human being and as a woman because of both its costs and benefits to her.
Other ar�as for the .further study of female friendships would include exami�ing ·
possible cross-cultural d�fferences for women of various races, cultures, ethnicities, and
�oc�al .classes: All of the participants in this study were White and Americans from the
South, and all were professionals or retired professionals. However, Stewart (1994)
cautioned �esear�hers employing feminist strategies for studying women's lives against
, searching f�r a .unified voice that speaks for all women. This study was not intended to
sp�ak for all women and I think it would be interesting to see how women across other
races, cultures, ethnic groups, and socioeconomic levels experience female friendships.
Considerations of marital status also would also be an important issue for further
stµdy. Although the three women in this study who were married did not seem to
experience female friendship differently from the single, divorced, or widowed
. parti�ipa�t�, it might be reasqnable to question how the presence of a husband and/or
�hild�en might make a difference in how women make meaning in their lives through
rela�ionsh�ps with other women. Rubin (1985) suggested that friendships formed
separately from the marital relationship serve the purpose of helping a woman retain a
sense of jndividuality. Narrative accounts reflecting the . experiences of female friendship
from two of the married women certainly did seem to stress the importance of
indi�iduality a!ld the need for female friendship ties. Perhaps femal.e friendshjps "fill the
. gap that a mate, no matter how loving and loved cannot fill,. .. . . support a needed sense
of separaten�ss and help each person to retai� an independent sense of self and id�ntity"
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(Rubin, 1985, p. 147).
In discussing this study with several men, I have received some interesting
comments from them about its implicfltiop.s for cond�cting a study on male friendship
from a niale perspective. Many of the men remarked that they saw familiar themes within
this study that resonated within their own friendships with. their male friends. Although
this study focuses on the perspective of female frienpship from the women who
participated in this study; several of the men I have talked with seemed to express that
they would be interested in participating in such a study in the future. It would be
interesting to conduct such a study with men and then compare and contrast friendship
experiences . within the two groups, male a�d female.
Limitations of the Study
. Several factors related to sampling issues limit the extent to which results in the
present study might hold true for other women. An important criterion for each of the
women included in this study was that they had an experience with female friendships
that they wished to share. Therefore, volunteer bias may have influenced the information
given by the women interviewed. Sampling was limited even further by demographics
and other characteristics of the· women interviewed. For example, all of the women in this
sample were White and lived in the South. It would be realistic to imagine that the
·experiences of female friendship might not be identical for women of other races,
cultures, or ethnic groups. Additionally, all but two of the women were professionals, and
these two were retired professionals. It is likely that class differences also might influence
women's female friendships (Sheehy, 2000).
Marital status is another factor to consider. While marital status did not seem to
matter as to the experiences of fema�e friendship as described by the women in this study�
it would seem reasonable that it might be an important issue to consider. Sheehy (2000)
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proposed that "romance and marriage present the greatest challenges during early
adulth90d, . . . but they can disrupt the connection between friend_s at any age" (p. 296).
An interesting point to be made, in regard to this study, is that the three married women
who w�re in�rviewed were in early adulthood, a_s defined by Sheehy as �tween 23 and
39 years �f age. Only one of the three married women suggested that her friendships in
adulthood h&ve been formed primarily within the context of her family life with her
husband and children. Sheehy (2000) also reported in her-study on female -friendships that
"children ,challe�ge -:friendships" (p. 299). Perhaps issues of marital status an9 having
�hildren are important considerations in a woman's experiences of female friendships.
Only three of the women interviewed had children living at home.
Another limitation to this study was that only 10 women were selected and
interviewed .. While . the focus on these 10 women and their experiences with female
frien9ships was very useful, focusing on larger and more varied samples of women with
female frien95hips perhaps would further enhance an understanding of women and their
relational. connectedness with their female friends.
I view my familiarity with the participants in this study as both a limitation and a
strength .. �ecause of the casual nature of my friendships with them, I felt some of the
part��ipants had a difficult time viewing me as a researcher. A few of the women
expre�sed a discomfort when the tape recorder was turned on and became nervous about
�ow their voice would sound and whether what they would say would be acceptable to
. me. In a .number of the interviews, the women being interviewed would relax and fall
back into viewing me as friend rather than researcher the minute the tape r�corder was
.turned off. I feel there may have been significant and meaningful statements that were not
_1;ecord�d as a part of the interviews. Additionally, there were a few of the women who
.were una\)le to talk about experiencing betrayals within a female friendship.One woman
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(Nicole) declined my invitation to explore the topic of betrayal by making an interesting
comment: "I' d like to pass that plate." Although I interpreted such unwillingness to talk
about betrayals as simply too painful for the women to talk about, perhaps it was the
personal relationships that they and I shared that caused them to be unwilling to share the
stories with me-a relationship that was unable to transcend the boundary between friend
and researcher.
Strengths of the Study
The main criterion for the seleftion of the women in this study was that each
woman had had the experience of close female friendships. Although volunteer bias was
mentioned as a limitation of this study, it also could be found as a strength of the study.
Each of the women selected met the criterion of having the experience of close female
friendships. Each of the women volunteered to participate in this study, · and each
expressed a willingness and a strong qesire to share their stories of female friendship with
me and the readers of this research report.
As I mentioned in the limitation section, I believe my personal relationship with
nine of the women interviewed and being a friend of a friend for the tenth could be
viewed as ·both of the women interviewed could be found as both a strength and a
limitation. Polkinghorne (2005) suggested that participarts for a qualitative study should
be selected because "they can provide substantial contributions to filling out the structure
and character of the experience under investigation" (p. 139). The participants of this
study were asked to take part in this exploration of female friendship with me because I
believed their account of female friendship would provide important insight into how
women make meaning in their lives through relationships with other women. The
interview process was entered into with ease and a comfort level that one might expect
within a personal relationship. I · believe our prior relationships allowed a dialogue to take
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place that resµlted in each participant providing a rich and inclusive accoun� of her
experiences of fem.ale friends�ips. Polkinghome (2005) stressed the importance of the
relationship between the researcher and the participants in a study by proposing "the need
to,. establisll a .trusting, open relationship" (p. 1 42).
·. The 10 wpm_en in this study were representative of a diyers.e age range that
spanned from 25 to 75 years of age and that allowed for a broad picture of the experience
of female friendships. A strength of the study also was seen in the thick, rich descriptions
given by the women as they discussed their experiences with female friendships. Each of
· . the women shared thoughts and feelings that reflected the significance of having female
friendships and the meanings these friendships have in their lives.
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